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Abstract 
 
The aim of this study is to examine which challenges the International Committee of the Red 
Cross (ICRC) faces in contemporary conflicts in order to provide neutral emergency relief. This is 
done by identifying four key problems, which all represents different issues, when trying to act 
neutral in a conflict. The key problems are founded in theoretical perspectives and illustrated 
through empirical examples in conflicts from four different countries. The analysis is structured 
according to the four key problems, and the aim of the analysis is to identify how neutrality is 
being challenged within ICRC’s humanitarian space. The study presents neutrality as a dynamic 
concept in constant progression, which will elaborate in a discussion. Thus the study does not 
pursuit a definite answer on whether neutrality is possible or not, as it is bound to its contexts. 
This approach is reflected in our choice of theories, as they all write within the field of construc-
tivism. The main conclusion in the project is that ICRC’s ability to act neutral within their 
humanitarian space in contemporary conflicts is challenged due to several identified factors. How 
to accommodate these challenges will be according to the specific context and conflict, in which 
ICRC is working. 
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Problem Area        
Conflicts and wars are not new phenomena and in some parts of the world it unfortunately tends to 
be everyday life. Since the end of World War II and until 2011, around 248 armed conflicts has 
been situated in 153 locations worldwide (Themnér & Wallensteen, 2012: 565). Most of these 
conflicts are characterised by armed violence and uncontrolled, complex situations leading to 
amputated nations, racked populations and no legitimate governments.   
 
According to the Geneva Conventions, civilians involved in conflicts must be treated humanely. 
But affected states are often not able or willing to handle such situations. Help has to be found 
elsewhere in the international society. This could be in the form of states intervening in countries 
in order to stabilize the political and economical situation, but when it comes to providing 
humanitarian aid, this is far more often done by aid agencies. One of the main humanitarian actors, 
providing aid to armed conflicts, is the international humanitarian organisation International 
Committee of the Red Cross (hereafter ICRC). The organisation characterises itself as “an 
impartial, neutral and independent organisation” (ICRC 2009: 4). These principles are important 
in making it possible providing humanitarian aid. The principles of modern humanitarianism were 
founded after the Battle in Solferino in 1859 by a Swiss businessman, Henry Dunant, who was 
later named father of modern humanitarianism. His ideas, included a concept of humanity, 
impartiality, neutrality, and independence, led to the foundation of the Geneva Conventions in 
1863 and the establishment of the ICRC (ICRC 2014a). Subsequently modern humanitarianism 
has evolved, and during the last 150 years a great number of people have stated their opinion in 
the debate of humanitarian work. 
 
One of them is the scholar Michael Barnett, who states about humanitarianism: “For many of us 
the best expression of humanity is the desire to help those in need regardless of their place or 
face” (Barnett 2011: 11). This statement is widely accepted amongst other researchers, but when it 
comes to issues such as; “how much influence from politics can be accepted?” and “which 
challenges is the humanitarian work facing?” it is difficult to reach og identify a consensus on the 
topic. The idea of humanitarianism does not provide a universal definition and therefore a broad 
discussion of the contents of humanitarianisms and means of action is generated.  
The complexity of humanitarianism is a reason why we find this debate so interesting. According 
to the scholar, Kurt Mills, you can talk about humanitarianism in crisis (Mills 2005). Another 
scholar, like Barbara Riefer-Ann Flanagan, has a more positive view on humanitarianism 
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(Flanagan 2009). They both agree that the conditions for humanitarian work have been changing 
and still are. What they disagree on, is whether it is for the better or worse.  
The study will dig further into this debate, not to give an answer to the question, but to present 
challenges and issues related to neutral humanitarianism in contemporary conflicts. 
 
The main goal of humanitarian aid would be to assist the victims of armed conflicts and secure 
basic human dignity. The principle of neutrality can be an instrument in making the above 
possible and to expand the humanitarian space wherein the humanitarian work can unfold, though 
in conflicts, neutrality can also bring up several issues. 
 
A perspective to this is by adopting a neutral position. Humanitarian organisation can more 
successfully gain access to victims when acting neutral, because conflicting parts will be more 
willing to accept their work and actions when the other part is not favored. If the organisation in 
contrast appears to be favoring one part, then the legitimacy of the organisation will be reduced. 
The lack of legitimacy will hinder the work of the organisation, decrease the security of the 
personnel and hinder access to civilians and victims. This argument seems logical but it is also 
filled with underlying questions and elements for further discussion and clarification. E.g. what 
are the main goals of humanitarianism? How is the humanitarian space expanded? To what extent 
can an organisation act neutral? These questions require no absolute answers of ‘yes’ or ‘no’ nor 
‘either’ or ‘neither’. The fascinating element of neutrality as a concept lays in the many different 
ways of conceptualising it. In addition to this what possibilities or limitations for practical action 
these conceptualisations allow. The flexible and dynamic character of neutrality makes the 
relation between it as a concept and in practice complex. Every day many humanitarian organisa-
tions are dealing with this complexity, and especially the ICRC works to enforce the principle of 
neutrality at all times. 
 
The ICRC was founded with a goal “to protect and assist the victims of armed conflict and other 
situations of internal violence” (ICRC 2009: 3) through neutral humanitarian work. They work 
within the frame of seven principles: “Humanity, impartiality, neutrality, independence, voluntary 
service, unity, and universality” (ICRC 2009: 11). What furthermore characterises the ICRC, and 
distinguishes it from other humanitarian organisations, is their mandate given by the Geneva 
Conventions. Head of delegation in Georgia for ICRC, Rikke Ishøy, describes the organisation as 
follows: “It is an international organisation. Our mandate comes from the Geneva conventions 
agreed by all the states and they have mentioned a number of tasks, which the ICRC has to 
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perform, so we are not an NGO, and we are not the UN. But it is an international organisation 
with a very specific mandate to work with "protection and assistance" to the victims of conflict 
and other situations of violence. And when you include other violent situations it is also an area 
where the ICRC has again been given a specific mandate, in that other violent situations men-
tioned in ICRC’s statutes and ICRC’s statutes is again agreed by all states” (Ishøy 2014: min. 
01.25). Besides this the ICRC is given a mandate to take action without permission from the 
respective state in which the conflict unfolds. This fact and the seven principles form the funda-
mental space for humanitarian action.  
 
The principle of neutrality makes it possible to the ICRC to keep the trust from both parts when 
interfering in a conflict regardless of disagreement on “political, racial, religious or ideological” 
agendas (ICRC 2009: 10). Still neutrality does not equate indifference towards suffering and 
accept of war or actions of inhumanity (ICRC 2009: 12). Rather it concerns the ICRC not to 
engage or meddle in controversies that split the people caught in the conflict (ICRC 2009: 12). 
This is evaluated by ICRC to be an important principle because, it makes it possible for the 
organisation to obtain contact to those influenced by the conflict (ICRC 2009: 12). 
 
Rikke Ishøy expressed what neutrality denotes for the ICRC: 
“Neutrality according to us is a work tool for gaining access to the victims of armed conflict, to be 
present and have a proximity to the victims of armed conflicts. We do this so that we can under-
stand their situation and be present and to assist them the best way possible. It gives us legitimacy 
and it gives us credibility” (Ishøy 2014: min. 05.03). The aspects, which Ishøy represents in this 
quote supports the general view of ICRC, which was formulated with the raise of ICRC in 1863. 
 
The four scholars Kurt Mills, Barbara Ann Rieffer-Flanagan, Michael Barnett, and Craig Calhoun 
represent different views on humanitarianism and we therefore find it relevant to discuss humani-
tarianism and neutrality using their perspectives.  
Problem statement 
 
Which limitations and issues are associated with the neutrality of the humanitarian action 
relative to the International Committee of the Red Cross in selected contemporary conflicts? 
 
The following sub-questions unfolds the problem statement: 
• How is the concept of neutrality in humanitarianism challenged in practice (for ICRC)? 
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o To analyse upon this question we will exemplify different views on neutrality through 
contemporary conflicts where ICRC is present. We will analyse practical challenges linked to the 
theoretical challenges put forth by the four scholars previously mentioned. We have chosen to 
divide the analyses into four different thematic subcategories. The four will constitute a conclu-
sion altogether. 
 
• Which opportunities does ICRC have for acting within value- and/or instrumental rationality 
according to the limitations and issues to the neutrality-principle? 
o The scholar Calhoun presents two concepts of rationality - instrumental and value rationality - 
and in relation to the outputs of the analyses the discussion will be constituted. These two 
rationalities contribute to the understanding of the difficult balancing of moral, value, and 
effectiveness and of the distinction between abstract and concrete in association with the concept 
of neutrality. The discussion will draw upon the scholars presented and seeks to display the 
balancing between rationalities in terms of the overall principle of neutrality. 
 
Thesis delimitation  
 
During the work with this project we have made delimitations to narrow down the thesis topic and 
to focus on the essentials in order to answer the problem statement. Our starting point was to 
examine the aspect of neutrality of ICRC through the contemporary armed conflict in the Central 
African Republic (CAR). Because the concept of neutrality has many faces, we do no longer find 
it sufficient to shed light on the aspect of neutrality according to only one armed conflict. On the 
basis of this, we have located four key problems which we consider as illustrative of some of the 
perspectives associated with limitations and issues in the work of ICRC and their neutrality within 
the humanitarian space. When involving several different armed conflicts, one must specify what 
this specific study will focus on. It is important to make clear that our focal point is not the 
conflicts in themselves, but rather the key problems that we have identified in the conflicts, which 
regard ICRC’s challenges related to neutrality in their humanitarian space. This means that we will 
leave out information about the conflicts, their history, and struggling parts if we do not find it 
directly related to the key problem. The specific conflicts are supposed to illustrate the key 
problem and not to pose and constitute an example itself.   
It is not only ICRC who works in the field of humanitarianism. What separates ICRC from other 
humanitarian organisations is their UN-mandate, which places them somewhere between a 
nongovernmental organisation (NGO) and an intergovernmental organisation (IGO). Thus other 
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humanitarian organisations are not bound to a specific mandate but might have other limitations 
related to neutral humanitarian work. This also means that the boundaries of the humanitarian 
space may be different according to the type of organisation. Therefore we have found it necessary 
to limit the scope, as we will not be able to say anything general on neutral humanitarian work, but 
only ICRC’s challenges relative to neutrality in their humanitarian space. 
 
Conceptual clarification 
 
The humanitarian space is not an objective concept but something, which is described by many 
different actors in the international society and with different meanings (Collinson & Elhawary 
2012: 1). In this study we will make use of the humanitarian space as defined and described by 
ICRC. The humanitarian space is rooted in - and nearly unambiguous to the International 
Humanitarian Law (IHL) - one can say that the IHL is the rules of armed conflicts and which 
partly constitutes the rules within the humanitarian space. It is within the humanitarian space 
humanitarian actions takes place. We have made an illustration of ICRC’s humanitarian space for 
the purpose of clarifying the concept: 
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The illustration shows the humanitarian space of ICRC as marked by the pyramid figure. This 
part of the model is inspired by Daniel Thürer, a member of ICRC. He explains: “The tip of the 
pyramid is the aim of humanity on which the space is focused(...). The base consists of the basic 
rules and principles of International Humanitarian Law (...). The sides, which enclose the 
humanitarian space and are what make humanitarian endeavour possible, are the principles of 
impartiality, neutrality and independence” (Thürer 2007: 55). 
The humanitarian space is surrounded by the “international society”, which is an addition to the 
pyramid by the project. We assume that different externalities have an influence on the humanitar-
ian space. “Society” refers to our believe that not only sovereign states are dominating actors, but 
also organisation’s, values, norms and discourses are important factors. The use of international 
society is not defined according to a specific theoretical term, but should be seen as a way of 
bringing attention to the importance of norms and discourses in the international society. These are 
randomly placed within the international society. The doublet-sided arrows indicate that there is 
an influence in both directions. 
The illustration shows the abstract and theoretical side of humanitarian space but the term should 
also be understood as a practical and physical space e.g. hospitals, prisons, refugee-camps. 
 
Legitimacy is a term, which refers to the authority of a given state, organisation etc. Within this 
definition it is not discussed why and how the actors in the international society should obey this 
authority (Heywood 2007: 219). ICRC’s legitimacy is partly grounded in the mandate to IHL 
given by states through the Geneva Conventions. The states have given ICRC an authority, which 
proves ICRC’s legitimacy and acknowledges them in the international society. 
 
Intervention is understood as if one or more parties wish to directly affect a third party (Heywood 
2007: 135). Intervention can take on various forms. This study will especially use the term of 
‘intervention’ in the distinction between humanitarian intervention and military intervention. Both 
types of intervention are armed. Military intervention is often linked to state activity and state 
relations and is an offensive form of intervention. The difference between humanitarian interven-
tion and military intervention is essentially the objective behind the action. Military intervention 
has a strategic objective (Heywood 2007: 135) whereas humanitarian intervention seeks to provide 
assistance to victims and limit human suffering. Humanitarian intervention is a term, which is very 
much defined by norms and moral. It has expanded on both scales, scope and significance (Barnett 
2005: 723), which has made it harder to define the exact characteristics of the term. A universal 
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definition would suggest that the world is united in one way of understanding humanity (Calhoun 
2008: 1). Rather the understanding of the term is dynamic and has subjective values embedded in 
it. Both humanitarian and military intervention are linked to the concepts of legitimacy and 
sovereignty, which are valued differently in terms of the specific context. A further discussion on 
the relationship between the concepts above will be treated later. 
 
Sovereignty in its core essence means de jure the absolute and unlimited power of the state within 
its territory. In addition to this “state sovereignty implies responsibility, and the primary responsi-
bility for the protection of its people lies with the state itself” (Udombana 2005: 1156). The term 
can take on different categories: legal, political, internal, and external (Heywood 2007: 131). 
These categories are seen as a part of the broader term of state sovereignty. State sovereignty is 
dependent on a recognition from the international society. The term will in this study relate to the 
intervention and will therefore take on an abstract and a practical/territorial form, these may not 
always be coherent. 
 
Popular sovereignty is a new understanding of sovereignty. Popular sovereignty is vested in 
people instead of states and “states should possess some attributes that are largely liberal in order 
to honour individual liberties and rights” (Barnett 2001: 245). This definition opens up for a 
greater interference in states’ internal affairs because it takes less account to sovereignty that is 
vested in states. 
 
Humanitarian aid is not necessarily linked to an emergency but can also refer to developmental 
aspects (OECD 2011). Furthermore it is not associated to a specific actor - these can both be 
IGOs, NGOs, states, interest groups, etc. (GHA 2014). 
 
Research Methods   
Overall methodological approach 
 
The approach of this study has been rather explorative. It means that we have modified the 
specific purpose and problem through the process. We have worked with a curiosity within a field 
where our initial knowledge was limited. Continuously we have adjusted the study according to 
the knowledge we have gained during the process both from lectures and from the gathered 
empirical data and theoretical perspectives. Besides this, we have had a meeting with respectively 
  10 
Mie Vestergaard, a Ph.d student at the Department of Society and Globalisation at Roskilde 
University, and Christian Gad, refugee coordinator from Danish Refugee Council. The research of 
Mie Vestergaard is closely related to the problem area of this study which was how we came 
around her in the first place; Second, her experiences with research within the field provided us 
with reflections on the methodological approach, the theories, and how to come around the 
principle of neutrality as a concept. Christian Gad from Danish Refugee Council had just travelled 
to the Central African Republic, and that was how we came around him. The fact that he repre-
sented another humanitarian organisations contributed to our understanding of ICRC in the sense 
that, by distinguishing ICRC from Danish Refugee Council it made the specific characteristics of 
ICRC clearer. However, we chose not to involve his statements further in the analyses, as the 
interview with Christian Gad was focused on the current situation in CAR, which was not crucial 
to the analysis anymore, as we decided not to have the conflict in CAR as the focal 
point.  Furthermore, there was a more analytical point to the interview with Thomas Mandrup on 
the Central African Republic, and therefore we chose only to use his statements in the analysis of 
CAR. 
This approach has been challenging and somewhat confusing because it has lead to rapid changes 
within the problem area of this project. Still the process has been undergoing a positive develop-
ment because we have been able to qualify our study as we, in depth, have researched the field of 
humanitarianism and focused on putting forth the right questions of research (Kvale & Brinkmann 
2009: 132). 
The focal point in this study is to question the ability of providing neutral assistance in ICRC. We 
seek to dissociate ourselves from providing an answer to whether neutrality is positive or negative, 
or whether the conditions for neutral humanitarian work has become better or worse. We wish to 
analyse different perspectives on neutrality and ICRC’s conceptualisation of neutrality. We 
believe that neutrality is a principle, which can be understood and conceptualised in many 
different ways due to the specific contexts and the different people’s ideas of neutrality. We do not 
decide which of these understandings is the most sufficient, and we do not believe that there is one 
objective truth. This means that we are working in the field of the interpretive sciences specifically 
constructivism and hermeneutic. These two approaches share the common idea that there is no 
objective truth, and that knowledge is always bound to a specific context or interpretation (Juul & 
Bransholm 2012: 188).  
 
This qualitatively methodological approach will provide a reflective understanding of neutrality, 
supported by a complex textual description and theoretical perspectives. One will find, that 
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neutrality within the humanitarian space is not a given entity, but a phenomenon that continuous-
ly is analysed and interpreted upon. Our idea that neutrality is challenged within the humanitarian 
space is supported by four key problems defined by points and issues from scholars and the ICRC. 
We wish to qualify and unfold the arguments in our analyses and discussion on neutrality through 
interviews and selected literature.  
 
Empirical considerations 
 
Neutrality is a complex phenomenon that makes it difficult to outline whether the ICRC acts 
neutral within their humanitarian space in armed conflicts. Cf. “Thesis delimitation”, this study 
will focus on four key problems, which we consider as illustrative of some of the perspectives 
associated with limitations and issues in the work of ICRC and neutrality within the humanitarian 
space. The focus in the analyses are the key problems and not the specific armed conflicts - only 
extracts from them. This entails a delimitation of issues, history, and factors, which may also have 
an impact on the understanding of neutrality of ICRC. Therefore it is important to make clear, 
which key problems we have selected, why, and how we will illustrate limitations and issues 
according to this specific problem isolated from the broader context. The key problems have been 
chosen from different theoretical points of views and from empirical observations on conflicts 
such as ICRC’s own presentation of issues relative to neutral humanitarian action. We have 
constructed a matrix, in which we have listed the key issues and the theories, in order to structure 
the analysis (appendix 3). This enables us to establish a foundation of the different analyses 
continuously and make our work with the key problems more organised. This way, we will have 
an overview of which theoretical and empirical data we already have, and which we will still need 
to find. It differs whether the key problem is theoretical or empirical founded, a thus our methodo-
logical approach would be considered a combination of deduction and induction as it contains 
elements from both methods.  
 
The four key problems that will be examined in this project are:  
- Rejection of Western Norms 
- Blurred Lines 
- Armed Non-state Actors  
- Defining Humanitarian Space  
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Rejection of Western norms 
 
Since 9/11 and the war on terror some scholars have stated, that remaining neutral seems close to 
impossible (Mills 2005: ). ICRC is grounded on old Western idealistic values related to liberalism. 
The use of the Red Cross symbol also implies a Christian label on the humanitarian work ICRC 
provides (Flanagan 2009: 896). To shed light on this conflict of semiotic power, the text The Red 
Cross and Red Crescent Movement and Islamic Societies, with Special Reference to Jordan by 
anthropologist Jonathan Benthall will be introduced. Jonathan Benthall is the former Director of 
the Royal Anthropological Institute and editor of Anthropology Today. He is currently an 
Honorary Research Fellow in the Department of Anthropology, University College London, and 
former Chair of the International NGO Training and Research Centre, Oxford (Macmillan n.d.). 
Benthall describes the overall conflict of the symbol of the ICRC / Red Cross / Red Crescent. He 
takes on a historical perspective and tries to make an overview of the development of the meaning 
and conflicts associated with the emblem, furthermore its symbolic and religious values in 
different parts of the world. He analyses how this has created tensions between countries and the 
ICRC, which have also affected the legitimacy of the ICRC.  
An important element to note, when analysing and using this text for further research, is that it was 
published in 1997. During the last 17 years the relationship described may have changed - e.g. 
after the Western intervention in Afghanistan (2001) and Iraq (2003). Nevertheless Benthall 
articulates a conflict of the Red Cross Crescent, which has roots a long way back in history and a 
perseverance from both parties. Therefore this text is still valid to use when analysing the overall 
tendency and tension associated with ICRC as a neutral humanitarian organisation with a semiotic 
power. 
The analysis will also be based on the report “The International Committee of the Red Cross in 
Afghanistan: reasserting the neutrality of humanitarian action” written by Fiona Terry. It focuses 
on the murder of the water engineering, Ricardo Munguia, who worked for ICRC and was killed 
by members of the Taliban (Terry 2010: 3). The killing was considered as a symbolic action 
against the Imperialist West, which is a serious limitation to the ICRC to be seen as a part of. The 
author, Terry, is an independent researcher, but this report is published for ICRC. On the basis of 
this, one must be aware that it is written in a positive view of ICRC and the aspect of neutrality. In 
this sense its validity might be questioned and it is important to outline that in this study, the 
narratives about the murder of the ICRC worker will be used and not Terry’s theoretical assump-
tions.          
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Blurred lines 
 
When one wants to distinct between military and humanitarian actions that involves aid organisa-
tions, blurred lines occur and makes it more complex and difficult to outline whether the ICRC 
provide purely humanitarian work. The purpose of this key-problem will be to illuminate the 
limitations, which the ICRC meets in their practice of neutral humanitarian work. To address this 
issue we will draw upon the text Humanitarian Action Under Attack: Reflections on the Iraq War 
by Nicolas de Torrente who is the Executive Director of Doctors Without Borders (Torrente 2004: 
1). Torrente describes how the policies appropriated by the US, as a strategy in the Iraqi war, 
accounted for several new challenges for the humanitarian organisations engaged in the conflict. 
Torrente points out specific policies that acted as instruments in blurring the agendas between the 
US as a state and the humanitarian organisations being neutral. He uses the example of the Iraqi 
war to account for an overall tendency in humanitarian and military action: coherence. He further 
expresses the power that, in this example, the US maintains over the humanitarian organisations, 
their actions, and security. 
A critique of Torrente’s text is that he lacks an explicit division in humanitarian organisation’s 
characteristics. Torrente uses examples from many different organisations; ICRC, Doctors 
Without Borders, and NGOs in general. This is probably done to underline his arguments, in 
account to a broader tendency, and to show that politicized humanitarian actions have conse-
quences for many actors - not only the ones directly involved. It is important for this study to 
differentiate between humanitarian organisations, thus drawing on Torrente’s text it should be 
carefully examined, which organisations one is talking about. It will be crucial to analyse where it 
is valid to use the umbrella term of humanitarian organisations and where it is not. 
To accommodate the subjectivity in Torrente’s text we will also include a text, which expresses 
critical comments to Torrente’s arguments. The response is written by Paul O’Brien, who at the 
time was the advocacy coordinator for CARE International in Afghanistan (O’Brien 2004: 31). 
O’Brien takes up Torrente’s main arguments and counter these according to his understanding of 
humanitarianism. The two represents oppositional perspectives on the role of neutrality and 
politics in humanitarian action. To empirically represent ICRC in this analysis, the report by Fiona 
Terry’s is once again present combined with ICRC-reports by members of the ICRC (Krähen-
brühl: 2004; Maybee: 2010), and in addition to this the journal “The ICRC and Civil-Military 
Relations in Armed Conflict” by Meinrad Studer explains how ICRC perceives itself in terms of 
civil-military relations and how to engage in such relations. 
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Armed Actors and Civilians 
 
The focal point in this analysis is how the presence of many fragmented, non-state actors in a 
conflict creates difficulties for ICRC. This is expressed when actors don’t respect the IHL as a 
premise of the conflict but instead plays by their own rules. This is seen in the Central African 
Republic where also the challenges in distinguishing between combatants and civilians are 
important issues for ICRC. 
 
These issues are illustrated in a film made by the ICRC. The film: “Central African Republic: The 
challenges of treating war wounded” from 2014 exemplifies how ICRC’s humanitarian space is 
being challenged by the non-state actors. ICRC’s perspective on their challenges in the conflict, 
statements from the interview with Rikke Ishøy, head of delegation in Georgien, will help to 
illustrate issues.  
The conflict in CAR is outlined by Thomas Mandrup, phD, and Assistant Professor at the Defence 
Academy, specialized in African studies. The statements used in the analysis are selections from 
the interviews.  
 
Defining humanitarian space 
 
This key problem involves ICRC’s negotiation of their humanitarian space with the Sudanese 
government in Darfur. The focal point in the analysis is the Sudanese government’s political 
interference in the humanitarian work. This will be supported by a statement from a recognised 
academic in humanitarian studies, Hugo Slim. His research area concerns ethics of war, the 
protection of civilians, as well as the morality and practice of humanitarian action. To illustrate 
ICRC’s challenges working in Darfur we will partly use empirical data from ICRC. One is this 
journal “International Review of the Red Cross - Facilitating humanitarian assistance in 
international humanitarian and human rights law” written by Rebecca Barber in 2009. She is a 
Coordinator at World Vision Australia, which means that she is not an employee at the ICRC, but 
the journal, however, is published by ICRC. So the statements will to some extend be according to 
ICRC. In order to get other perspectives than ICRC’s we have included a journal, written by 
Karoline R. Eckroth from the Norwegian institute of international affairs in 2010. The journal 
“The Protection of Aid Workers Principled Protection and Humanitarian security in Darfur” 
supports the analysis with both factual and analytical statements on the situation in Darfur. To 
support the statement that the Sudanese government has committed war crimes in Darfur, we have 
used a report of the International Commission of Inquiry on Darfur (ICID) to the United Nations 
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Secretary-General from 2005. The purpose of the report was to “investigate reports of violations 
of international humanitarian law and human rights law in Darfur by all parties” (ICID 2005: 2). 
As supplementary data we have used Radio Dabanga from Darfur. It is a cooperation between 
journalists from Darfur and international development organisations, which create independent 
news from Darfur (Radio Dabanga 2013).  
 
Theoretical considerations 
 
We have chosen four key scholars to create the framework for further analyses of contemporary 
issues and limitations associated with neutrality in humanitarianism. These are: Kurt Mills, 
Barbara Rieffer Flanagan, Michael Barnett and Craig Calhoun. They all position themselves as 
constructivist scholars. This means that even though they each represent different arguments on 
the subject, they are all writing within the frames of a specific constructivist view, and thus agree 
on the impossibility to define neutrality as an objective phenomenon. Their views on neutrality 
will work as a baseline for our analysis, which therefore, to a large extend, will be founded in a 
constructivist approach.  
Following is a short presentation of each scholar: 
Kurt Mills is a Senior Lecturer at Glasgow University (University of Glasgow n.d.) and has 
written the text “Neo-Humanitarianism: The Role of International Humanitarian Norms and 
organisations in Contemporary Conflict” (Mills 2005). He introduces the term of neo-
humanitarianism; the idea that humanitarianism has become increasingly politicized and therefore 
it is not possible for organisations to act neutral in the contemporary system. He believes that this 
describes the present humanitarianism better than the term classical humanitarianism (Mills 2005: 
161). This approach, is not recognised by all scholars, e.g. scholar Barbara Flanagan has criticized 
Mills’ view on humanitarianism. Mills’ arguments will therefore be used as a contribution to the 
discussion on neutral humanitarianism, and will be in oppositions to Flanagans theoretical 
approach. 
Barbara Ann Rieffer-Flanagan is an Assistant Professor at Central Washington University and has 
written several reports on humanitarianism and the challenges of being neutral with a specific 
focus on ICRC/Red Cross (Flanagan 2009: 888). In the text “Is Neutral Humanitarianism Dead? 
Red Cross Neutrality: Walking the Tightrope of Neutral Humanitarianism” (Flanagan 2009), 
neutrality is positioned as a core concept. Flanagan talks about neutrality as an act of balance, 
which the organisations have to master by using specific strategies. Further, she challenges Mills’ 
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argument about neutrality becoming a myth (Flanagan 2009: 889). This perspective on neutrality 
will be discussed in the analysis of ICRC’s neutrality in the humanitarian space.  
Michael Barnett is Professor of International Affairs and Political Science at George Washington 
University. He has written the text “Humanitarianism transformed” (Barnett 2005) with a focal 
point on the creation of discourse, moral, ethics, perceptions, and tendencies. He does not position 
himself in terms of neutrality in the way Mills and Flanagan does. Rather he contributes to the 
theoretical discussion on humanitarianism and neutrality by detecting a number of broad devel-
opmental tendencies in the space of humanitarian action. He gives attention to the relationship 
between states and humanitarian organisations, and the tension between the two. In Barnetts 
contribution to this project, one will find his perspectives on the humanitarian work, his theoretical 
foundation, and in the way he has lead us in the direction of the four observed key issues of this 
study. Furthermore he will contribute in the discussion of neutrality and rationalities. 
Craig Calhoun is a sociologist and Director of the London School of Economics and Political 
Science (LSE 2013). His research is based on the term humanitarianism and in his text “The 
Imperative to Reduce Suffering” (Calhoun 2008) he explains the historical development of the 
term and the values associated with it. Calhoun does not have neutrality as his core subject, but 
rather opens up for a discussion about the nature of humanitarianism. As Barnett, Calhoun does 
not argue whether humanitarian organisations can act neutral or not. His contribution to the project 
will mostly be in the discussion. Here we will elaborate his two rationalities; value- and instru-
mental-rationality. These concepts will be further explained in a more detailed chapter about 
Calhoun.  
 
The four theoretical approaches are chosen on the grounds of the diverse contributions they put 
forth, as presented briefly above. Each scholar has a distinct perspective on the subject, which 
contributes to showing the complexity and disagreement within the field.  
Another reason for choosing exactly these scholars is that they have drawn upon, and criticized 
each other’s theoretical work. They position themselves in terms of each other and try to build on 
the other’s arguments. The four are therefore contributors to a dynamic theoretical discussion on 
the subject. 
 
The reason why we have chosen to include only constructivists is because the aim of the project is 
to focus on core terms, their complexity, and how these are perceived differently in social and 
communicative perspectives. The project does not seek to engage in a broader discussion on 
international relations or how to understand our problem issues from different theoretical 
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perspectives outside the constructivist approach. This means that the project contains several 
preconceptions and premises about the international system, which makes it possible to participate 
in the analysis and discussion within the theoretical frame. This constructive perspective on 
international relations is crucial for the way that this project will unfold. An analysis and discus-
sion from e.g. a neorealist perspective would have a different focal point and outcome, as they do 
not put much value into international norms and interests, and the effect of discourses.  
 
Interview 
 
To identify and examine this project’s field we executed two expert interviews (Kvale & Brink-
mann 2009: 167). Our research area was an area where we did not have much background 
knowledge and therefore our first interview with Thomas Mandrup was more explorative than the 
others. This interview guided us on what our core focus should be. The preparations for the 
following interviews with Rikke Ishøy were more thoroughly structured. At that point in the 
process, our knowledge of the field was increased. 
By interviewing two experts we have studied two levels of the problematic. Rikke Ishøy repre-
sents the ICRC and their work with and coordination of neutrality. Thomas Mandrup further 
presents an aspect of defence policy in complex conflicts. Both interviews are selectively 
transcribed and quotes are used when understating a point. For each interview we had two 
representants from the group, who took turn in asking questions. The following is an elaboration 
on expert interviews and the purpose of interviewing the two experts. 
 
Expert interviews 
 
The following is based on ”InterView. Introduktion til et håndværk” by professors in qualitative 
methods Steinar Kvale and Svend Brinkmann (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009). An expert interview is 
an interview with persons who can be characterised as experts within a certain field of study 
(Kvale & Brinkmann 2009: 167). Experts are used to being asked regarding their opinions and 
thoughts concerning their specialty, but it only makes it more important to the interviewer to stick 
to the topic (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009: 167). Some experts can have topics, which they wish to 
promote, and it takes certain skills from the interviewer to have in mind and get passed those 
(Kvale & Brinkmann 2009: 167). We have chosen to include interviews in our research with 
experts of two different fields in association with the research area. Interview research has both 
benefits and limitations according to what knowledge it is hoped to achieve, but also in which 
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context the knowledge will be used as scientific information (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009: 167). We 
chose expert interviews because the aim was to open up the scientific and discursive field of 
humanitarianism and further neutrality. By opening the field empirically we were able to obtain 
an understanding of the thoughts and discussions from ‘the inside’ with reference to personal 
experiences rather than theoretical tendencies. 
When conducting an expert interview there are several important factors to note in order to use the 
interview-knowledge in a valid way. One of them is to try to understand the research topic from 
the interviewee’s perspective, uncover their framework and position in order to use the knowledge 
as scientific information. This is important because it can bring answers to the questions of “what 
can the interview provide knowledge about and what are the limits?” (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009: 
167). Furthermore a key point is to be precise about the structure and the aim of the interview. The 
interview information can be very different if the aim is to achieve facts, in contrast to achieving 
information about discourses (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009: 167). 
Before the interviews we made a semi structured interview guide (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009: 
186). In this way we were able to collect knowledge in the field in order to ask qualified questions 
and still be able to stay open to new perspectives on neutrality. This is inspired by a hermeneutical 
approach, in which it is important to clarify one’s preconceptions, but still to open up for an 
evaluation of these preconceptions during the interviews in order to gain new knowledge on the 
field.  
The two interviews we conducted took on different characters and aims, which will be elaborated 
in the following. 
 
Choosing our interview persons 
 
Thomas Mandrup, ph.D. and Assistant Professor at the Defence Academy 
Thomas Mandrup’s area of expertise is “Sub-saharan Africa, the African Union, the African 
Security Architecture, Peace Supporting Operations, Private sources of security, Southern African 
Development Community, Private Security Companies” (Forsvarsakademiet n.d.). He is an 
assistant professor at the Institute for Strategy under the Defence Academy.  
Our interest for Thomas Mandrup occurred when he gave an interview about the conflict in the 
Central African Republic on the Danish news program Deadline. On the ground of his profession-
al position the contact was initially established.  
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In preparation for the interview we analysed Mandrup’s position on the grounds of his profession-
al background to find out what kind of knowledge he would be able to contribute with in 
association to our research area. We focused on two main aims of the interview: 
First it was to gain current information about the conflict, its development, and different parties 
engaged. Due to the lack of media coverage it was difficult to gain an understanding of the core of 
the conflict and this interview enabled us to ask elaborative questions on the facts of the conflict 
and its extent. The second aim was to consider and understand Mandrup’s position. It was worth 
learning his perspective on the term complex conflicts and how to act in such conflicts. The aim 
therefore took on a discursive form. We also wanted to challenge the quotes and opinions, which 
he previously had presented in articles and interviews. We did this to gain new knowledge through 
critical questioning and to get an elaboration on a specific position and topic. 
 
Rikke Ishøy, Head of Delegation for ICRC in Georgia 
Rikke Ishøy is a jurist with expertise in the International Humanitarian Law and a former member 
of the ICRC. We contacted Rikke Ishøy because she previously had participated in a symposium 
organized by Institute for Human Rights, Danish Red Cross, the Foreign Ministry and the Ministry 
of Defence. At the symposium she spoke under the topic of Humanitarian Space and Humanitarian 
Law.  
The main aim of this interview was to acquire an understanding of how ICRC works, specifically 
in the context of neutrality. Ishøy is an employee of the ICRC (c.f. interview) and thus an insider 
in terms of the internal discussions of how to withhold the principle of neutrality. Our interview 
questions took on a critical form in order to challenge her (or ICRC’s) understanding of the 
concept and try to make her explicitly articulate the importance of the concept and how it 
influences their humanitarian space and actions. It was clear that Ishøy spoke on behalf of the 
ICRC when telling us about how ICRC workers had a specific education in how to act neutral 
(Ishøy 2014: min. 05.03). 
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Theory 
Neo-humanitarianism 
 
Kurt Mills 
Dr. Kurt Mills is a Senior Lecturer at the University of Glasgow in Scotland (University of 
Glasgow n.d.). He joined the university in 2004 and have previously taught at the American 
University in Cairo, Mount Holyoke College, James Madison University, and Gettysburg College. 
He has served as the Assistant Director of the Five College Program in Peace and World Security 
Studies at Hampshire College. Mills’ working field is closely related to the problem area of this 
study - his main research interests focus on areas of international organisations, human rights, 
refugees, and humanitarianism. Mills has received grants from e.g. the British Academy for his 
current research project on the relationship between sets of international human rights norms, the 
responsibility to protect, international criminal justice, and humanitarianism - and how they are 
used in international responses to conflicts in the Great Lakes Region of Africa (University of 
Glasgow n.d.). 
 
Based on an analysis of limitations and issues associated with the neutrality aspect of emergency 
relief and of humanitarianism in general, it is in the interest of this study to involve Mills’ theory 
and arguments on, how humanitarianism has changed into neo-humanitarianism. The study will 
be focusing on Mills’ view on humanitarianism today presented in the article ”Neo-
Humanitarianism: The Role of International Humanitarian Norms and organisations in Contem-
porary Conflict” from 2005. Furthermore the article touches upon ICRC in the international 
society. 
 
Mills claims that: “the circumstances and nature of humanitarianism have changed in recent 
years. The traditional ideals of neutrality, impartiality and independence have become myth” 
(Mills 2005: 161) as a consequence of states’ use of humanitarian norms and actors for their own 
ends. He argues that “global humanitarian action, and discourse over such action, has become 
such an increasingly visible feature of international relations that it has insinuated itself into a 
variety of political and operational solutions.” (Mills 2005: 161). The primary argument in his 
article is that we are entering an era of neo-humanitarianism, which is characterised by “the 
embeddedness of humanitarianism within (...) contemporary conflict. It is distinguished by the 
explicit manipulation of humanitarianism for political and military gain on the ground in a 
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conflict or as a substitute for political and military action” (Mills 2005: 162). The conditions and 
characteristics of conflict have changed, which have had impacts on the opportunities of neutral 
action (this will be elaborated later). 
 
Contextual neutrality  
 
Barbara Ann Rieffer-Flanagan 
The Assistant Professor at Central Washington University, Barbara Ann Rieffer-Flanagan, has 
been researching in the area of humanitarianism for many years. One of her researches concerns 
the delicate balancing act of neutrality of the ICRC in armed conflicts. In her article “Is Neutral 
Humanitarianism Dead? Red Cross Neutrality: Walking the Tightrope of Neutral Humanitarian-
ism” from 2009, Flanagan argues that neutrality is a concept with many different meanings, and it 
imposes different actions according to the context; is neutrality seen as a tool, an action, a process, 
or about ethics? It is with this view of neutrality as a fluid term, that Flanagan analyses the work 
of ICRC (Flanagan 2009: 892). Flanagan agrees, that the neutrality of ICRC is challenged, but she 
emphasizes that the difficulties connected to the concept are not new phenomena and did not at 
first raise with the War on Terror (Flanagan 2009: 890). The many different perceptions on the 
concept offer different aspects on humanitarian neutrality in the specific cases. The same action 
can therefore be viewed as neutral to one part and not neutral to another. Thus neutrality is 
contextual; influenced by time, space, and relations. This means that any actor has a history of 
actions and relations, and, in the case of ICRC, they have learned from their history and previous 
relations. In this view one can assume neutrality as a learning-phase (Flanagan 2009: 901). 
Although neutrality can be assumed as a learning phase, Flanagan points out that the ICRC and 
it’s view on neutrality is based on traditional humanitarianism, which basically builds on a liberal-
ideological assumptions. This entails a huge emphasis on individuals, which can explain why the 
neutrality of ICRC can have difficulties when operating in societies with other worldviews. 
As a result of a contextual understanding of neutrality, the ICRC must understand the limits of the 
aspect of neutrality and how it is perceived and adapt to these circumstances.      
 
New identity? 
 
Michael Barnett 
Dr. Michael Barnett is the University Professor of International Affairs and Political Science at 
George Washington University (George Washington University n.d). He has previously been 
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associated with Tel-Aviv University, the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, and Hubert H. 
Humphrey School of Public Affairs where he held the Harold Stassen Chair of International 
Affairs. Barnett is recognized for his contribution as a constructivist scholar in international 
relations. Around the area of teaching and research interests are humanitarianism, international 
organisations, international relations theory, and Middle Eastern politics (George Washington 
University n.d). 
 
In “Humanitarianism Transformed” Barnett argues that there has been four global shifts which 
have challenged the common understanding of humanitarianism as a separate sphere: geopolitical 
and normative shifts, emergence of complex humanitarian emergencies, and political economic 
funding by states (Barnett 2005: 727). These four global shifts have been instrumental in 
transforming the purpose of humanitarianism into a political errand. He furthermore argues that 
humanitarian action now covers much different action, which it did not use to formerly. Humani-
tarianism now also deals with human rights, economic development, democracy promotion, and 
state building (Barnett 2005: 723). Barnett argues that these activities are political because they 
“propose to treat causes and not symptoms and thus are implicated in a politics of transfor-
mation” (Barnett & Weiss 2008: 4). The lines between states’ tasks and humanitarian tasks has 
been distorted when states take on humanitarian actions and conversely. 
 
Another key argument, which Barnett puts forth, is that humanitarian organisations began to 
institutionalise after the critique of the handling of the genocide in Rwanda. The organisations 
standardized, rationalized, and developed accountability mechanisms to measure success and 
failures (Barnett 2005: 725). 
Furthermore there has been a structural development in humanitarian organisations – whether they 
try to adapt into the political sphere or whether they try to resist political integration. It shows 
differentiation in the perception of humanitarian tasks, which Barnett explicates as follows “… the 
moral necessity of humanitarian action is no longer self-evident” (Barnett & Weiss 2008: 2). 
These contradictory views on humanitarianism call for a new identity-definition.  
Barnett does not position himself in the debate of humanitarianism, its transformation, and 
neutrality but he argues that: “humanitarianism has left organisations more vulnerable to external 
control” (Barnett 2005: 731). 
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The nature of humanitarianism  
 
Craig Calhoun 
Craig Calhoun is an American sociologist (New York University n.d.), who has contributed to the 
discussion of humanitarianism by asking some rhetorical questions to the very nature of humani-
tarianism: ”Do humanitarians seek to improve the human condition, the well-being of all 
humanity? Or do they seek to alleviate suffering, impartially, neutrally, and wherever it may 
occur? Or do they respond more specifically to “humanitarian emergencies,” seemingly sudden 
crises in which human conflict creates concentrated human suffering, in which, perhaps, suffering 
is so extreme as to be dehumanizing?” (Calhoun 2008: 1). Calhoun characterises those questions 
as rhetorical because there can be no exact answer and no exact definition of humanitarianism, as 
humanitarian action is motivated in many different ways (Calhoun 2008: 1). Furthermore, 
humanitarianism will always appear differently based on the specific context, as there are not the 
same needs of response in different crises (Calhoun 2008: 1). Therefore, Calhoun does not give an 
objective definition of humanitarianism, as it simply does not exist, according to him. 
Rather what he does is to illustrate one of the main discussions within the humanitarian field; 
whether humanitarianism should return to its roots and be focused on how to respond on the 
immediate need for help, or whether it should have a developmental approach where focus is on 
human progress. These different views, Calhoun argues, represent what Max Weber called value-
rational and instrumental-rational acting (Calhoun 2008: 23). 
To act value-rational means, that the act in itself is valued. It is founded in the idea that emergency 
relief can be provided without the involvement of the state or politics. The act is good in itself and 
does not have any other purpose. Thus it is seen a morally and ethically pure act (Calhoun 2008: 
31). An instrumental-rational act is an act where the essential thing is to reach the goal. How this 
is done is decided on which method is the most effective. Calhoun describes it as the notion of 
acting as effectively as possible towards reaching a goal (Calhoun 2008: 23). Assistance by the 
military or the state is not necessarily a bad thing if it helps providing food or medicine and thus 
becomes an efficient tool in saving lives (Calhoun 2008: 25).  
 
Calhoun argues that value-rational acting mostly is related to emergency relief as the act of 
humanitarian, emergency response in itself is seen as a valuable thing. Instrumental-rational acting 
is more related to developmental work (Calhoun 2008: 31). Calhoun gives an example of the 
tension related to the humanitarian work, in balancing the two rationalities: “it is reflected by the 
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tension between an ethic of witness and one of direct political action, but also by tension between 
the pursuit of moral purity that recruits many to humanitarian action and the complex criteria for 
assessing its efficacy” (Calhoun 2008: 23).  
 
International Committee of the Red 
Cross 
A historical review  
 
Conflicts and customs of practice in war have always existed. But only in the past 150 years 
international rules have limited the conditions of armed conflicts. In October 1862 Jean-Henri 
Dunant, a Swiss businessman and social activist, published the book “A Memory of Solferino” 
based on own experiences of providing care for the injured after the battle in Solferino in 1859 
(ICRC 2010a). Based on this, a group of Swiss citizens founded the humanitarian organisation 
“International Committee for Relief to the Wounded” in February 1863. Later this would be 
known as the “International Committee of the Red Cross” (ICRC 2010a). In August 1864 twelve 
states signed a treaty to protect wounded soldiers and the persons involved: “The Geneva 
Convention was born” (ICRC 2010a). In the years to come more treaties were adopted in the 
Geneva Convention and in 1949 there were four additional conventions. Even later three addition-
al protocols were added (ICRC 2010a). These rules from the Geneva Convention lead to the 
creation of “relief societies” in each country. The societies also wore the universal Red Cross 
emblem to identify and protect themselves (ICRC 2010a).  
 
ICRC in present time  
 
Today, the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement is presented as an international 
humanitarian movement with approximately 97 million volunteers, members, and staff worldwide. 
It consists of the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), the International Federation of 
Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, and the 189 National Societies. Each body is individual, 
but they are all combined by the seven principles of “humanity, impartiality, neutrality, independ-
ence, voluntary service, unity and universality” (ICRC 2010a). In this project we will focus on the 
ICRC as the primary body but refer to the others if relevant. The ICRC has a permanent mandate 
in the Geneva Conventions but remains a private organisation governed by Swiss law and 
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independent in operating decisions (ICRC 2010a). ICRC is the only humanitarian organisation 
with a mandate in the Geneva Conventions. Head of delegation in ICRC Georgia, Rikke Ishøy, 
describes the organisation as follows: “It is an international organisation. Our mandate comes 
from the Geneva conventions agreed by all the states and they have mentioned a number of tasks, 
which the ICRC has to perform, so we are not an NGO, and we are not the UN. But it is an 
international organisation with a very specific mandate to work with "protection and assistance" 
to the victims of conflict and other situations of violence. And when you include other violent 
situations it is also an area where the ICRC has again been given a specific mandate, in that other 
violent situations mentioned in ICRC’s statutes and ICRC’s statutes is again agreed by all states” 
(Ishøy 2014: min. 01.25).  
The ICRC has its headquarter in Geneva. It consists of an Assembly, Assembly Council, a 
Directorate, and Presidency, which govern the ICRC and have responsibility for the ICRC policy, 
strategy, and decisions (ICRC 2010a). Peter Maurer chairs both the Assembly and the Assembly 
Council. He has been President of the ICRC since July 2012 (ICRC 2010a). By virtue of the age 
of the ICRC and their place in International Humanitarian Law, the ICRC is the leading agency in 
the Red Cross Movement (ICRC 2010a). In 1997 the ICRC and the International Federation of the 
Red Cross signed an agreement stressing that the ICRC is the lead agency of the Movement in 
emergencies taking place in armed conflicts  (ICRC 2010a). This is called “The Seville agree-
ment” and was necessary to prevent power struggles within the Movement. The ICRC as 
organisation works with the goal “to protect and assist the victims of armed conflict and other 
situations of violence” (ICRC 2009: 3) throughout both neutral and independent humanitarian 
work. 
 
The principles of the ICRC 
 
As mentioned earlier, the ICRC works within seven fundamental principles. The principle of 
neutrality makes it possible for ICRC to keep the trust from both parts when interfering in a 
conflict regardless of disagreement on “political, racial, religious or ideological” agendas (ICRC 
2009: 12). Still neutrality does not equate indifference towards suffering, accept of war, or actions 
of inhumanity (ICRC 2009: 12). Rather it concerns the ICRC not to engage or meddle in contro-
versies that split the people caught in the conflict (ICRC 2009: 12). To ICRC it is an important 
principle, because it makes it possible for the organisation to obtain contact to those influenced by 
the conflict (ICRC 2009: 12). Rikke Ishøy expressed what neutrality denotes for the ICRC: 
“Neutrality, according to us, is a work tool for gaining access to the victims of armed conflict, to 
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be present, and have a proximity to the victims of armed conflicts. We do this so that we can 
understand their situation, and be present, and to assist them the best way possible. It gives us 
legitimacy, and it gives us credibility” (Ishøy 2014: min 05.03). The aspect, represented by Ishøy 
in this quote, is the general view of ICRC and is formulated with the raise of ICRC in 1863.    
 
The international humanitarian law- the law of war 
 
The requirement of states in military affairs and humanitarian concerns is difficult to balance and 
therefore states have agreed on a set of rules represented in the International Humanitarian Law 
(IHL). Those rules concern the rules of war and consist of paragraphs which seeks to protect “ ... 
persons who are not or are no longer participating in the hostilities and restricts the means and 
methods of warfare” (ICRC 2004: 1), and those should be obeyed by states which have signed the 
Geneva Conventions. Because of ICRC’s mandate in the conventions they also have a responsibil-
ity to promote and inform people about the IHL. Furthermore they have to contribute to the 
upholding of the IHL and put pressure on actors who do not. This means that they take on the role 
of IHL’s watchdog.  
We will later on present, analyse, and discuss different challenges and issues for the ICRC when 
providing neutral humanitarian aid.  
 
Analysis   
Introduction 
 
The following section illustrates different challenges according to the neutrality of ICRC in 
present conflicts. We have decided to thematise four different perspectives on obstacles that the 
ICRC is facing in its work with humanitarian aid. These are represented in four sections: “Rejec-
tion of Western norms” which concerns the neutrality of ICRC when it is affected by actors who 
are rejecting the humanitarian norms. “Blurred lines”, which treats the issues arising with the 
growing use of aid in military matters. “Armed non-state actors”, which dig into the challenges of 
providing neutral aid in conflicts, which are dominated by various militants groups. “Defining the 
humanitarian space”, which focuses on the politicisation of the humanitarian space on both a 
practical and an abstract level. 
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The study understands the conflicts represented in the analyses as complex humanitarian 
emergencies. This term is defined by the World Institute for Development Economic Research at 
the United Nation University in Finland (UNU/WIDER), which have made a policy brief on 
complex humanitarian emergencies. This type of conflict is characterised as a: “deep social crisis 
in which large numbers of people die from war, displacement, disease and hunger, owing to man-
made disasters, although some may benefit” (Klugman 1999: 1). 
Both Calhoun and Mills operate with the term complex humanitarian emergencies and add some 
points to Klugman’s definition; Calhoun states that combatants, in complex humanitarian 
emergencies, are likely to be fragmented into non-official state armies, and Mills problematizes 
the difficulties in distinguishing between civilians and combatants (Calhoun 2008: 16; Mills 
2005:164). The aim of the analysis is to illustrate different perspectives on the issues and 
limitations in providing neutral emergency aid according to the four different themes.  
 
Rejection of Western Norms 
 
This analysis will focus on parties in armed conflicts rejecting external Western interference and 
norms. The following is primarily based on the report “The International Committee of the Red 
Cross in Afghanistan: reasserting the neutrality of humanitarian action” written by ICRC 
researcher Fiona Terry (Terry 2010: 1). The report concerns the murder of the water engineer 
Ricardo Munguia, a member of the ICRC, which is seen as a symbol of Taliban’s rejection of 
ICRC as a neutral organisation. We have chosen to link the report to Flanagan’s article ”Is Neutral 
Humanitarianism Dead? Red Cross Neutrality: Walking the Tightrope of Neutral Humanitarian-
ism”, Mill’s article “Neo-Humanitarianism: The role of International Humanitarian Norms and 
organisations in Contemporary Conflict”, and the anthropologist Jonathan Benthall’s “The Red 
Cross and Red Crescent Movement and Islamic Societies, with Special Reference to Jordan”. By 
doing this we will illustrate different perspectives on the death of Ricardo and the rejection of 
Western norms according to the neutrality of the ICRC. 
 
The Barbaric Enemy 
 
In March 2013, two men from the Taliban killed the water engineer, Ricardo Munguia, who 
worked for the ICRC in Afghanistan. The murder was a symbolic action against Western 
humanitarian norms and is seen as an example of the broken silent pact of humanitarianism. The 
silent pact implies acceptance and understanding of ICRC-interference in armed conflicts (Terry 
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2010: 3). The killing raises questions about whether the neutrality of ICRC can be upheld in the 
new types of conflicts (cf. complex humanitarian emergencies) which are taking place in countries 
such as Afghanistan, Somalia and Iraq (Terry 2010: 3). The murder is seen as symbolic because of 
the explicit fact that Ricardo worked in a neutral manner for the ICRC. He was killed by two 
members of the Taliban. Both of them had previously been in contact with ICRC when having 
received an ICRC-prosthesis on one of their legs. The help given to them from the ICRC did not 
stop them from killing the ICRC worker: “Yet this did not stop them killing Ricardo as a symbol of 
the imperialist West which they considered was waging war against Islam” (Terry 2010: 3). 
 
It is interesting that the two Taliban members first of all understand the Western intervention in 
Afghanistan as a “war against Islam”, and second that they recognize ICRC as an active part in the 
hostilities against Islam. For Terry, there is no confusion in the fact that the killing symbolized a 
clear rejection of the West - Taliban did not kill a soldier, military contractor, or spy, but a 
humanitarian worker (Terry 2010: 4). By targeting a humanitarian aid worker the Taliban 
members target the norms of the West rather than engaging in a war between combatant and 
combatant. An attack on military forces would not have the same symbolic value. 
According to Flanagan, the rejection of ICRC in Afghanistan can be explained by the articulation 
expressed by former President of the U.S., George W. Bush, as he in 2001 declared war against 
terror and stated: “[y]ou are either with us or against us” (Flanagan 2009: 889). This quote 
clearly identifies a distinction between us and them, and according to Flanagan it is, in this 
perspective, difficult for ICRC to create a humanitarian, independent, and neutral space wherein 
they can act autonomously (Flanagan 2009: 889). Thus Flanagan suggests that providing neutral 
humanitarian aid in conflicts where governments represent the enemy as “so barbaric that they do 
not deserve humane treatment” (Flanagan 2009: 889) is challenged for ICRC, but she rejects that 
it is impossible to provide neutral humanitarian aid (Flanagan 2009: 913). Because of this clear 
distinction of “us and them”, the Islamic parts of the world are the most challenging countries for 
ICRC to provide neutral humanitarianism in, but by long-term socialization in the countries it is 
possible (Flanagan 2009: 913). She uses the example of the conflict between Palestine and Israel 
to illustrate that the neutrality of the ICRC is not universally undermined in the Islamic world. 
Both Israel and Palestine considered ICRC as a neutral organisation - a recognition generated by 
long-term relations. ICRC has provided medical help and other assistance in the Gaza strip and 
visited Israeli jails to visit Palestinian prisoner. This indicates that ICRC, which on the one hand is 
seen as a Western organisation, can be perceived as a neutral within the Islamic world (Flanagan 
2009: 913). 
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In opposition to Flanagan, Mills suggests that providing neutral humanitarianism in the armed 
conflict, taking place in Afghanistan, is not possible. He suggests that after the declaration of “war 
on terror” by the U.S. in 2001 (Mills 2005: 165) the discourse about the “evil enemy” have had a 
huge influence on the work of ICRC. One could assume that the idea behind the declaration of war 
against terror was an attempt to protect humans rights such as freedom etc. but, according to Mills, 
it worked in a very different way: “ … the current use of the "evil" discourse has had the opposite 
effect, leading to the undermining of the Geneva Conventions, violations of the neutral provision 
of humanitarian assistance, and a wide-ranging assault on fundamental human rights norms” 
(Mills 2005: 179). The discourse has shaped a fight between the West and the Islamic parts of the 
world, and in that sense, Mills points out, the maintenance of neutrality is not possible for 
organisations like the ICRC because resistance forces, such as the Taliban, see themselves fighting 
against the West as a whole (Mille 2005: 165). The political environment, which encloses ICRC 
and their humanitarian space, has become more manipulative and strategically as exemplified by 
the murder of Ricardo. These changing characteristics describe what Mills calls “neo-
humanitarianism” (Mills 2005: 165). The murder on Ricardo and the clear motive behind it can 
therefore, according to Mills and Flanagan, be seen as a result of the war against terror and the 
distinction between Western norms and Islamic norms.         
 
The red cross 
 
The underlying objective of the killing on Ricardo is unmistakable: “Ricardo’s killing represented 
a deeper, more insidious threat that no amount of independence from the military could surmount, 
namely outright rejection of supposedly universal humanitarian norms and of respect for those 
who espouse them” (Terry 2010: 4). It seems as a cold-hearted action against an innocent man who 
had the best intentions, but those intentions and the agenda of the ICRC, one can say, are seen 
from a fundamental different worldview than the two members of Taliban’s. The ICRC has its 
headquarter in Switzerland, so not only are there a cultural distance but also a geographic. Though 
the ICRC claims not to be a religiously motivated organisation, it is still based on ideologies 
(Flanagan 2009: 898). Its ideology is humanitarianism, which takes it origin in liberalism and the 
care of individuals (Flanagan 2009: 898). This fact only distinguishes ICRC more from the 
Islamic World and makes their work even more difficult because of a fundamental different 
worldview. 
Both Flanagan and Mills argue that the Western perception of the ICRC is an explanation to the 
rejection. According to Flanagan, it is a problem for ICRC’s image as a neutral actor to be of 
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Western origin (Flanagan 2009: 908), but what is important is her statement that the difficulties 
about neutral humanitarianism is not a new phenomenon which rose in the period following the 
9/11 attacks (Flanagan 2010: 890). The challenges associated with neutrality, as a result of their 
liberal ideological foundation, was also a challenge in the Cold War. The challenges were linked 
to the significant differences in values of liberalism and communism, which focuses on “demo-
cratic centralism”, collective ownership property, and not on the individuals (Heywood 2007: 35). 
Also in World War II, Flanagan argues, the neutrality of ICRC was largely undermined. In 1942 it 
was discussed, that ICRC should protect the victims, which also included the Jewish people. The 
ICRC rejected to do so because of the fear that Nazi Germany would intervene and punish the 
nation of Switzerland, and therefore ICRC compromised the principle of neutrality to protect 
Switzerland’s sovereignty (Flanagan 2009: 899). A clear indication, that the issues of being 
neutral are not new. The difficulties of being neutral in the Islamic part of the world take on an 
ideological character, as seen in the Cold War, and has furthermore also been seen as a protection 
of a state’s sovereignty. 
Mills also argues that the ICRC has difficulties with working in the Islamic World and especially 
with containing their neutrality. But the idea that neutrality always has been challenged is implicit 
rejected by Mills. As noted, the international environment has changed as a consequence of 9/11, 
because of the huge role terrorism has gained after the terror attacks in the US in 2001. A 
consequence is a confusion of the distinction between combatants and non-combatants: “ ... the 
distinction between combatant and noncombatant, which the principle of neutral and impartial 
provision of humanitarian aid is based on, has increasingly lost its salience” (Mills 2005: 165). 
This confusion seems to be the essence of terrorism e.g. the idea of a “suicide bomb” where a 
civilian puts himself into explosion to take his own and others’ lives. This disguise of a soldier in 
civilian clothes makes it difficult to separate the sheep from the goats. According to humanitarian 
workers the case is the same. The coherency between humanitarianism and militarism does have 
an impact on the population’s perception of the humanitarian workers and their agenda (cf. the 
section on Blurred Lines), but the discourse about “an evil enemy”, provided by the US, has made 
the conditions even worse (Mills 2005: 165). According to Terry: “War on terror played a crucial 
role in radicalizing a whole generation of muslims who might not otherwise have been attracted to 
extreme strands of Islamic thought” (Terry 2010: 4). This radicalization makes it even more 
difficult for ICRC to provide neutral humanitarianism and promote “international humanitarian 
law through the deployment of international norms” (Mills 2005: 171). 
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According to the Western origin, Flanagan states that the ICRC always has had their biggest 
challenges with the Islamic world (Flanagan 2009: 911). The Islamic World criticizes the ICRC 
for being a conservative organisation, and their humanitarian aid is linked to politics dominated by 
the U.S. (Benthall 1997: 166). The conservatism of ICRC is exemplified by the original emblem, 
which is a red cross on a white flag and is often seen in association with Christianity. According to 
Flanagan, the cross has potential to ruin relations with the Islamic world (Flanagan 2009: 
912).  To accommodate this problem, the Red Crescent emblem was introduced in 1877 and 
accepted to bear instead of the cross (Benthall 1997: 160). The initial idea of a universal emblem 
was to protect hospitals and ambulances with a sign that could be recognized from a distance and 
evoke respect (Benthall 1997: 159). Looking back, it could have been more sufficient to use a 
neutral emblem. An emblem that did not have religious comparisons and was not a reverse of the 
Swiss flag  (Benthall 1997: 159). Benthall proposes a suggestion from a Geneva expert who 
claims that the choice of a cross was intended to be a “Christian supremacy over the ‘infidels’” 
(Benthall 1997: 159). But according to Benthall, it is more likely that the choice of emblem was a 
result on the lack of knowledge on ethnocentrism, and that no one could have imagined the 
impacts (Benthall 1997: 159). The Red Crescent emblem spread to an increasing number of 
countries and is today used by many national Red Cross societies (Benthall 1997: 161). Many 
suggestions to new emblems have been proposed over the years e.g. a red rhinoceros for Sudan 
(Benthall 1997: 163). Especially Israel and its supporters have protested because neither the 
crescent nor the cross is acceptable to Jews (Benthall 1997: 164). The cross might actually be the 
less acceptable because of the great oppression and exclusions of Jews by the European Christians 
(Benthall 1997: 164).  
 
On the basis of this analysis one can assume that the murder on Ricardo is related to the articula-
tion of “good and evil” by the American government in 2001, which shaped a discourse that still 
dominates today. Furthermore, the fact that the ICRC originates from a liberal worldview makes it 
more difficult for ICRC workers to act in a neutral manner because of the idea that the West is a 
unity fighting against Islam. According to this, the symbolic perspective is an important factor 
because of the religious associations one could gain from the Red Cross emblem. Those three 
perspectives on the murder of Ricardo illustrate the issues, which are associated with the Islamic 
rejection of Western norms in relation to neutrality. 
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Blurred lines 
 
This analysis will focus on the role of ICRC in Afghanistan and Iraq during the military interven-
tion in 2001 and 2003 led by the US. The essential issues that ICRC has been exposed to, in this 
specific conflict, are the blurred lines and coalescences between military and humanitarian 
activities. Firstly it is explained, through the journal “The ICRC and Civil-Military Relations in 
Armed Conflict” by Meinrad Studer (2001), how ICRC perceives itself in terms of civil-military 
relations and on what basis to engage in such relations. The empirical basis consists of the article 
“Humanitarian Action Under Attack: Reflections on the Iraq War” by executive director in 
Doctors Without Borders, Nicolas de Torrente (2004) and will be further analysed in account to 
ICRC documents written by ICRC members (Krähenbrühl: 2004; Maybee: 2010), and the journal 
“The International Committee of the Red Cross in Afghanistan: reasserting the neutrality of 
humanitarian action” by the independent researcher, Fiona Terry. Former advocacy coordinator in 
CARE, Paul O’Brien, and the theorists Mills and Flanagan furthermore comments on this. The 
following will analyse the role of ICRC in a conflict where the distinction between humanitarian 
and military space is blurred. 
 
ICRC’s military agenda 
 
“The ICRC’s starting point in defining its relationship with the military are the Fundamental 
Principles of the Red Cross and Red Crescent as well as the relevant provisions of international 
humanitarian law. These provide the general framework for the nature and scope of this relation-
ship” (Studer 2001: 387). 
The ICRC works, according to their principles, in a neutral and independent manner, which means 
that they will not accept any subordination of their principles in favour of military and political 
agendas. This does not mean that any communication or interaction between ICRC and military 
forces is dismissed as a whole, but more important it cannot put the perception of ICRC as a 
neutral organisation at risk. This is why the ICRC’s primary goal by interacting with military 
forces will be to create a dialogue in which they can promote their views on humanitarian action 
and respect for IHL (Studer 2001: 388). Furthermore when operating in the same field as military 
forces it is essential to coordinate actions so they may not undermine each other’s purposes. ICRC 
thus works from the view that a clear distinction from political action (including military action) is 
a necessity to maintain the seven core principles on which the organisation is build (cf. section on 
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ICRC). The ICRC tries to uphold their independence and clear distinction from military action e.g. 
by not itself using armed escorts in conflicts. This is an account of perception and security both for 
the personnel but also for the victims who ICRC seeks to assist (Studer 2001: 381). Even with 
ICRC’s clear positioning in relation to military action it still proposes a key issue of neutrality in 
practice when military and humanitarian activities are overlapping and blurred. This issue is 
acknowledged by the ICRC and has been a core subject internally in the ICRC (Studer 2001; 
Krähenbrühl 2004; Maybee 2010). Pierre Krähenbrühl, Director of Operations of the ICRC, states 
about the issue: “Advocacy for an independent and neutral approach to humanitarian action 
includes a claim for maintaining a clear distinction between humanitarian action on the one hand 
and political-military action on the other. (...) Humanitarian activities should not be designed as 
part of “hearts and minds” military campaigns, nor should they be used as a tool to promote or 
accompany armed changes of regime. Such a blurring of lines between humanitarian and political 
or military activities may ultimately prevent humanitarian protection and assistance from being 
provided in a non-discriminatory manner for all victims of a conflict and must be avoided” 
(Krähenbrühl 2004: 512). 
Krähenbrühl further emphasizes that the distinction is not essential because ICRC shies away from 
the military. The point is rather the contrary: ICRC needs and wants a dialogue with armed forces 
(Krähenbrühl 2004: 512). 
One can identify the above mentioned issue of blurred lines in the war in Iraq and Afghanistan, 
where different factors undermined of ICRC’s principle of neutrality and blurred the lines between 
humanitarian and military action. 
 
Politicization of humanitarianism 
 
The way in which the US discursively constructed the intervention in Iraq was one of the key 
factors in blurring the lines between state and humanitarian agendas. The rhetoric of the military 
actions took on a humanitarian character because it was highly valued to express concerns for the 
Iraqi people (Torrente 2004: 6). American soldiers should come and “liberate and bring food and 
water to the population living in grim conditions under Saddam Hussein’s rule” (Torrente 2004: 
7). This way of articulating the military actions implies a concern for humanitarian assistance and 
an expansion of the military responsibility to help the victims of the conflict. It states that the 
military should not only be viewed as foreign combatants engaging in a political motivated 
intervention, but also the trustful help-providers for civilians. The pursuing of military expansion 
of responsibilities clearly show that “humanitarian norms have become so important that they 
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force their way into the general discourse of war and peace” (Mills 2005: 161). The humanitarian 
norms have become so powerful that they have been enrolled in the perception of military 
activities. The broadening of humanitarian norms and discourses has resulted in a intermixture of 
spaces with different objectives and goals, which casts doubt upon the actors, their tasks, and 
(non)-political agendas. The core mission of the ICRC is to “protect the lives and dignity of 
victims of armed conflict and other situations of violence and to provide them with assistance” 
(ICRC n.d. a). Additionally a question arises: how is this mission perceived when politically 
motivated actions position themselves within the humanitarian arena? Mills would emphasize the 
importance on the notion of neo-humanitarianism; he distinguishes neo-humanitarianism from 
humanitarianism by the manipulation of humanitarianism for political or military goals (Mills 
2005: 162). Therefore Mills also implicit distinguishes between a former pure humanitarianism 
and a new manipulated humanitarianism. This new manipulated humanitarianism is a result of the 
fact that states are being taught new norms by e.g. ICRC, which they learn to manipulate for their 
own interests (Mills 2005: 163). 
ICRC has tried to accommodate the issues by introducing “The ICRC Guidelines on Civil-Military 
Relations” (CMR) in 2001. The name was chosen to distinguish the guidelines from the term 
Civil-Military Cooperation, in short CIMIC. The aim for the guidelines is to create basic princi-
ples for civil-military relations so that ICRC can uphold their neutrality, independence, and avoid 
getting instrumentalised for political purposes (Maybee 2010: 4). This way of accommodating the 
problem is not sufficient according to Paul O’Brien. He argues the politicization, or the blurring of 
the line between humanitarian and military action, is not the actual problem. Instead the problem 
is the old classic perspective on humanitarianism with ethical principles of neutrality, which has 
not adapted to the changed and politicized environment wherein they act. For O’Brien it is the 
environment within the humanitarian space that is central and therefore not the question of 
neutrality: 
“Perhaps it would be more humble to acknowledge that humanitarians do not control or even 
significantly influence humanitarian space and to adapt to the new environment that politically 
partisan aid use presents, recognizing that we are but one small voice in a complex political 
matrix. We cannot dictate the humanitarian future of threatened populations, but we may be able 
to influence them by engaging in political debate” (O’Brien 2004: 34). 
This critique of the ICRC it not new and Pierre Krähenbrühl emphasizes that “ICRC is convinced 
that the strategy it has adopted is the one that is most in accordance with its mandate and serves 
its humanitarian goals best” (Krähenbrühl 2004: 513). When this is noted the ICRC still 
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acknowledges the challenges it faces of being manipulated and instrumentalised for political 
purposes. 
An example of the instrumentalisation of humanitarian organisations, was put forward by former 
US foreign minister (2001-2005) Colin Powell. After an attack on an ICRC compound in Baghdad 
in 2003 Powell stated, that if humanitarian organisations left the area it would be a success for the 
terrorists (Torrente 2004: 3). Implicit he draws a clear distinction between the coalition powers, 
with a political agenda, and humanitarian organisations on the one side. And on the other side the 
“evil” terrorists. This way of articulation contradictory relations and non-neutrality is a way of 
manipulating and decreasing the humanitarian space and essentially the identity of the ICRC. In 
association with this, Flanagan would argue that this is the fact what poses a threat to ICRC’s 
neutrality. She draws a clear line between what is understood as a theoretical and philosophical 
debate on neutrality, and what neutrality concerns in reality or in practice. It is easy to discuss 
neutrality apart from the specific context but a central element of neutrality is inevitably the 
specific positioning of actors “vis-à-vis various parties” (Flanagan 2009: 893). This pragmatic 
argument should not be overlooked, Flanagan argues. 
The issue of blurred lines not only consists of the ICRC becoming associated with military forces, 
as analysed above, but also of military forces becoming associated with humanitarian work: 
“The distinction between humanitarian, political and military action becomes blurred when 
armed forces are perceived to be humanitarians, when civilians are embedded into military 
structures” (Maybee 2010: 4). 
 
Visualization of the blurred lines 
 
According to the armed conflict in Afghanistan, humanitarianism has also been drawn into the 
military conflict between Taliban and the West. Terry explains how military forces have been 
driving white cars to disguise themselves as aid workers, furthermore how they have blackmailed 
residents to give information about Taliban if they wanted to receive aid (Terry 2010: 3). This 
somehow is a cunning method when one see armed forces “using aid as a tool to “win the hearts 
and the minds” of the Afghan population” (Terry 2010: 3). This entails lack of legitimacy of the 
present humanitarian organisations because of the partial use of what should be neutral. When 
soldiers pose as aid workers the view on the actual aid worker becomes blurred and this has a 
more or less negative affect on the neutrality. Mills suggests that we have entered a state of neo-
humanitarianism because of the changing nature in conflicts and changes in international relations. 
States and military have, to a great extent, adopted the idea of humanitarianism (Mills 2005: 162). 
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But, as identified above, the aim of this “new” aid is different than from the aid provided by 
humanitarian organisations such as ICRC. According to Mills the neo-humanitarianism entails an: 
“explicit manipulation of humanitarianism for political or military gain on the ground in a 
conflict” (Mills 2005: 162). This must be assumed to have consequences for the aspect of 
neutrality for the ICRC. The manipulation of the humanitarianism and the abuse by the military do 
not only make the job for aid workers difficult, it is furthermore dangerous for civilians involved 
in the conflict: “ ...insurgents have attacked villages that have accepted such aid” (Terry 2010: 3). 
This is a clear indication that the aid suddenly has become a “weapon in the war” (Terry 2010: 3). 
Instead of what ICRC’s aim of humanitarian should be - namely neutral provision of help to the 
civilians, who are affected by the armed conflict. 
The neutrality is damaged from both sides in the conflict; on the one hand the Western armed 
forces that abuse the methods for their own good, and on the other Taliban who, as a consequence, 
lump aid and the actors who provide it all together. The lack of neutrality, which is one of the 
building stones within the humanitarian space (cf. humanitarian space model), entails that it is 
difficult to sustain a neutral and impartial humanitarian space and the civilians become the 
victims. 
This analysis has shown another obstacle for ICRC’s complex work. The impacts, which the 
blurred lines between military and humanitarian interventions, have had on the ICRC, and the 
possibilities for providing humanitarian aid. Without a clear distinction it puts the ICRC worker’s 
security at big risk because the civilians cannot tell the difference.  
 
Armed non-state actors  
 
The ICRC meets several challenges when providing neutral humanitarian aid in conflicts. The on-
going conflict in CAR is no exception. This conflict contains many fragmented militant groups 
that do not act in respect to the IHL. This creates an even more dangerous environment for the 
ICRC’s workers. Furthermore it makes it difficult for them to act neutral, because of the division 
of control, weapons, and forces. 
This analysis will focus on the dangerous issues and challenges, which arise, when an armed 
conflict consist of various militants groups. The analysis will mainly concentrate on the film: 
“Central African Republic: The challenges of treating war wounded” (ICRC 2014a) produced by 
ICRC, which illustrates the dangerous working space for the ICRC workers. 
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Government and Rebellions  
 
The on-going conflict in CAR re-escalated in December 2012 between the Bozize-government 
and the Muslim rebellious group Seleka. Seleka gained power in a coup in March 2013, and ruled 
the country until January 2014. During that time they were responsible for a high number of 
violent attacks against civilians. In December 2013 an intervention by foreign forces turned 
around the power balance. Seleka was politically outmanoeuvred, and the Christian armed group, 
Anti-balaka, quickly replaced Seleka’s seats in the government and gained more power. The 
conflict has been escalating, resulting in murders of many Muslims by Anti-balaka, it have been 
members of Seleka but also civilians and, very unfortunately, a lot of children (Amnesty Interna-
tional 2014: 8). This has been in direct contradiction to the IHL. The conflict has caused enormous 
human suffering, which includes the internal displacement of people, which according to the 
UNHCR reached 714,000 people in February 2014 (IFRC 2014: 1). 
 
Fragmentation of non-state actors 
 
One of the essential problems, which the study has identified within this conflict, is the involve-
ment of non-state actors. According to Thomas Mandrup, who has recently been placed in the 
country, the conflict has many local and fragmented groups, which later have been mobilized in 
bigger alliances within the Seleka and the Anti-Balaka (Mandrup 2014: min. 10.10).  According to 
Mills: “Most war today is not between states but between a variety of state and nonstate actors” 
(Mills 2005: 164). This is the case in CAR where the fragmentations have had an extensive 
negative impact on ICRC’s ability to provide neutral emergency relief. One way of legitimizing 
their work is by enlightening all parties in the conflict about their mission and mandate, and about 
the fact that the ICRC provides neutral emergency relief to both sides of the conflict. Their 
mandate, which is founded in the Geneva Conventions, requires all armed groups to respect 
civilians and people who do not take part in the hostilities (ICRC 2010b). But in conflicts, 
involving fragmented groups, it can be more difficult to apply humanitarian rules because of “the 
lack of discipline among belligerents and the arming of the civilian population” (ICRC 2004: 18). 
Confrontations often turn out to be extremely violent and they leave little space for International 
Humanitarian Law. 
The ICRC emergency worker, Liana Kakesa, explains how their vehicle was under attack from an 
armed group: “When we tried to explain them our mission they grew angry and threatened us with 
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machetes and rifles” (ICRC 2014a: min. 01.44). This exemplifies a concrete example of an attack 
on the humanitarian space, which is further illustrated by the attack on ICRC’s work at Bangui 
hospital. Essam Elsayed, an ICRC surgeon, explains that: “some people are planning to kill their 
enemies in this very hospital. We have found patients with grenades. There were even bullets 
falling on us (...). This also puts the surgical staff at risk” (ICRC 2014a: min. 02.35). The 
argument behind these statements is that the acceptance of ICRC as a neutral actor is consequently 
more complicated to secure, when actors involved get more fragmented. This might be a result of 
different issues. Mills states that: “it is only by violating some of the norms such as noncombatant 
immunity, which they (armed groups) perceive as favouring traditional state actors that they can 
level the playing field and compete with states” (Mills 2005: 164). He further argues that in most 
conflicts today almost all parties will seek to manipulate humanitarian work for different reasons, 
such as getting access to certain areas or resources  (Mills 2005: 164).  
 
ICRC sees neutrality as a tool in gaining legitimacy, credibility, and to be able to provide 
emergency relief most effectively in armed conflict: “To be accepted by all parties you have to be 
neutral” (Ishøy 2014: min. 11.17). According to Flanagan there is a difference between acting 
neutral and being perceived as neutral. Acting due to the principles of impartiality and neutrality 
does not necessarily presuppose a perception of being neutral (Flanagan 2009: 901). She states 
that neutrality is a concept, but not in a universal way. It is bounded to a specific context, and this 
is why the ICRC staff was attacked even though they worked within their humanitarian space - in 
their idea of providing neutral emergency relief. 
ICRC’s mandate in the Geneva Convention is supposed to legitimize their work and their 
humanitarian space as neutral. But when the fighting parts do not comply with the IHL and 
therefore do not follow international laws and norms, it will undermine ICRC’s foundation for 
working neutrally and impartially in conflicts. Thus ICRC’s premises for existing are being 
questioned by the armed groups and they will have to renegotiate and legitimize their position and 
actions to gain the role as a neutral actor.  
 
Combatants or civilians? 
 
According to the IHL civilians require certain protection in armed conflicts. But the presence of 
armed non-state actors makes it difficult to distinguish between combatants and civilians.  This is 
seen in CAR, where the central power has fallen apart and thus made space for many violent 
fragmented groups. They can be difficult to distinguish from each other and from civilians 
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(Mandrup 2014: min. 27.32). ICRC draws attention to the problem in a security report: “the 
increased presence and use of war weaponry in the hand of the civilian population” (IFRC 2014: 
10), which makes it even harder to distinguish between civilians and combatants.  
According to Mills, this has negative impacts on the humanitarian organisations’ ability to provide 
neutral emergency relief: “If parties to conflicts ignore the combatant/non-combatant distinction, 
it becomes much harder for IHOs to trade on their reputation of neutrality and impartiality“ 
(Mills 2005: 164). If civilian sympathizers of Anti-Balaka are carrying weapons it becomes harder 
to distinguish them from the actual members of Anti-balaka, and thus the combatants. If ICRC 
provides emergency relief to a group of people who they perceive as civilians, but actually are 
related to Anti-Balaka, it might be seen as if ICRC is taking part in the conflict. If one thinks that 
the ICRC is helping a larger number of civilians, related to Anti-Balaka, than civilians related to 
Seleka may not be perceived as neutral by all parties. They might involuntarily favor one part 
because they cannot tell the members of the fighting groups from the civilians. Consequently 
ICRC will in some contexts not be able to legitimize themselves as a neutral and impartial actor in 
the conflict, and therefore they will have difficulties in providing the needed emergency relief. 
 
On the basis of this analysis, one can identify problems according to fragmented groups and to the 
difficulties in distinguishing between civilians and combatants. Both problems are essential 
regarding the issue of providing neutral emergency relief. We have, through the concrete 
examples, illustrated the conditions for the humanitarian workers, who are assigned to act within 
complex humanitarian emergencies. This has huge consequences for their ability to provide 
neutral humanitarian aid, because of the attack on the humanitarian space.   
 
Defining the humanitarian space  
 
In 1957 Sudan signed the Geneva Conventions (ICRC n.d. b), which entailed an acceptance of 
IHL and ICRC as a legitimate actor in humanitarian crisis. It provides ICRC with a mandate to 
deliver neutral emergency aid within their humanitarian space. But what happens when states do 
not comply to such conventions and do not respect ICRC’s humanitarian space? According to 
ICRC: “States invoked national sovereignty to prevent outsiders, including humanitarian 
organizations, from interfering in internal affairs, yet were often not as assertive in assuming their 
responsibility to deliver key services.” (ICRC 2014b). This analysis will examine why ICRC’s 
humanitarian space in Darfur is constantly being negotiated between the Sudanese government 
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and ICRC. The negotiations take place in practice when the ICRC is refused or limited access to 
areas and therefore will have difficulties in providing neutral emergency relief. But the limitations 
of the humanitarian space are also issues on a more abstract level. When the ICRC’s mandate in 
the Geneva Conventions is not being respected by the Sudanese government, the premises for 
ICRC’s work is not legitimized, and therefore one can talk about violation against their humani-
tarian space in an abstract manner. To have different perspectives on the issue, the analysis will 
mainly be based on journals, both from ICRC and from independent researchers’ work. This will 
be supported by articles from different newspapers and from within ICRC.  
 
Arabs and Africans 
 
In order to contextualize the issues in the conflict, we will give a brief explanation of the back-
ground of the conflict in Darfur.  
The current conflict in Darfur broke out in 2003 when rebel groups attacked police and military 
forces. The government responded with militia operations organized within the Arab group, 
Janjaweed. Janjaweed originates from Arabic-speaking nomadic tribes and has for a long time 
been involved in conflicts with Sudan's African non-Arabic-speaking farmers. The Sudanese 
government has for years favoured the Arabs in Darfur, leading to distrust by the Africans 
(Udombana 2005: 1153). In 2003 the long-term conflict on the distribution of resources and right 
to territory escalated into a war. Janjaweed is described by the International Commission of 
Inquiry on Darfur as an: "Arab militia acting under the authority, with the support, complicity or 
tolerance of the Sudanese State authorities, and who benefit from impunity for their ac-
tions"  (Barber 2009: 374). The African rebel groups have been divided into several fragmented 
parts, and as a consequence they have not succeeded in reaching an agreement on peace with the 
government and/or the Janjaweeds (Barber 2009: 374). The Darfur conflict has escalated and 
developed into a humanitarian catastrophe where, according to the United Nations, up to 300.000 
people have died from the combined effects of war, hunger, and disease. In addition to this, 2.7 
million people have fled their homes and now live in refugee camps primarily in the neighbouring 
country Tchad (BBC 2010).   
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The government's hostility against humanitarian organisations 
 
As a consequence of the Sudanese government’s interest and thereby their involvement in the war, 
many humanitarian organisations have had trouble working in Darfur. They have experienced 
obstacles from the Sudanese government in the implementation of their aid missions and in getting 
access to civilians (Eckroth 2010: 32). This has led to a hostile environment for the aid agencies. 
These obstacles will be exemplified in the following.   
 
It especially became difficult for the ICRC and other aid agencies to provide aid for civilians after 
an arrest warrant was issued on the Sudanese president, al-Bashir, in 2009 by the International 
Criminal Court (ICC). Following the warrant, thirteen humanitarian organisations were expelled 
from Sudan. The expulsion affected the health-aid sector the most and resulted in increased 
precautions and less movement on behalf of the remaining organisations (Eckroth 2010: 14).  
The hostility towards humanitarian organisations is reflected in the conditions which the Sudanese 
government requires the organisations to follow. One researcher in humanitarian studies, Hugo 
Slim, states in his review of the international response on the Darfur-conflict that: "there has been 
massive obstruction of humanitarian access from the highest levels in Khartoum, involving the 
usual ploys of visa restrictions, feigned concern for humanitarians security, suspended travel 
permits and news blackouts" (Slim 2004: 812). Pointing to this argument it is relatively clear that 
by requiring humanitarian organisations to obtain visa for travelling in states within Darfur, and 
too that the visa would be several months delayed, the government restricts access to certain areas 
(Barber 2009: 378). The cunning methods that the government utilises according to the visa is 
analysed to be one of the reasons why ICRC has to provide emergency relief on the premises of 
the government. This entails challenges for ICRC to invoke their neutrality to the African people 
who are not provided with the needed emergency aid. Another recent example of the government 
limiting the access of ICRC in some areas is in the refugee camps in Northern Darfur: This 
February, the Sudanese government suspended the ICRC from operating in Sudan. Sudan’s 
Humanitarian Aid Commission (HAC) stated that the ICRC was violating guidelines for working 
in the war-torn country: “We observe that the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) is 
doing activities outside of its mandate under international law and the agreement with the 
government of Sudan” (Agence France-Presse 2014). It was stated that the ICRC was not to 
undertake any activities on the ground before informing the HAC about the kind, location, and 
timing of the activity. Also budget and funds should be put at the disposal of the Sudanese Red 
Crescent (Radio Dabanga 2014a). Normally, the ICRC works independently from the govern-
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ments and authorities of the countries where they operate in. ICRC’s head of office in Khartoum 
immediately called the new conditions, set by the government, “unfair and unacceptable” (Radio 
Dabanga 2014a). Neither did the coordinator of the refugee camps in Northern Darfur, Ahmed 
Ateem, reacts positively to the suspension and stated that limiting the ICRC’s access to the camps 
“means a collective death sentence for Darfur“ (Radio Dabanga 2014b).  
To maintain the role as an impartial and neutral actor, in order to provide and deliver humanitarian 
aid for civilians and victims in armed conflicts, it “requires a dialogue with all parties to the 
conflict and impartial help to all people in need, both in areas controlled by government and in 
areas controlled by armed opposition groups” (ICRC 2014c). However, if the ICRC is refused 
access to certain areas or sides of a conflict, it becomes difficult to be in dialogue with all parties 
and therefore to be perceived as an impartial and neutral actor. Mills argues that: “effectiveness of 
humanitarian spaces is very limited in practice” (Mills 2013: 609). He states that the limitation of 
the humanitarian space in practice is partly explained by the fact that humanitarian workers are 
not armed. The humanitarian space is only protected by the Geneva Conventions. Humanitarian 
workers are not physically capable of protecting the victims or themselves if an armed group 
decides to attack ICRC’s practical humanitarian space - for instance in a refugee camp (Mills 
2013: 609). The Sudanese government does not feel threatened by the ICRC and takes advantage 
of the situation by creating conditions for ICRC’s work regarding time, space, and budget. Mills 
would call this a politicization of humanitarianism, one of the key-points to neo-humanitarianism, 
and a reason why the ideals of neutrality and impartiality has become myth: neo-humanitarianism 
“is distinguished by the explicit manipulation of humanitarianism for political and military gain 
on the ground in a conflict” (Mills 2005: 162). In this recent case, the Sudanese government 
clearly manipulates the humanitarian organisations for their own means. Mills sees the issues 
regarding a politicization of humanitarianism as a phenomenon emerging after 9/11. Flanagan 
states that ICRC’s neutrality has always been challenged. She argues that neutrality is contextual 
and influenced by time, space, and relations (Flanagan 2009: 890). This also means that, according 
to Flanagan, one can neither talk about neutrality as an absolute nor a dead principle. In Flana-
gan’s opinion ICRC has “to carve out a neutral space where it can carry out its activities (...)” 
(Flanagan 2009: 890). Therefore, ICRC has to define their neutral space in Darfur and, due to the 
specific context, it might differ from other conflicts.   
Flanagan suggests that the humanitarian space can be upheld if the ICRC adapts and negotiates a 
new foundation for neutrality and legitimacy within a new form of humanitarian space. But will 
the ICRC, in that case, still be able to remain faithful to their principles and mandate?    
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Poor security for humanitarian aid workers 
 
Statistics on security incidents, involving humanitarian workers in Darfur, from 2008 show 261 
vehicles stolen, 172 break ins or armed assaults on humanitarian premises, 35 ambushes, 218 
kidnappings, and 11 killings (Eckroth 2010: 14; Barber 2009: 377). The attacks on humanitarian 
workers appears to be done by rebel-groups, but as the Sudan researcher and analyst Eric Reeves 
states, the “assaults on… humanitarians, their vehicles, compounds, and equipment must be 
understood for what they are: actions that are the clear responsibility of the Khartoum regime 
(…) in areas controlled by Khartoum nothing happens that is not implicitly or explicitly sanc-
tioned by the regime” (Barber 2009: 378). Following the arrest warrant in 2009, it became even 
more insecure for the humanitarian aid workers as a new trend occurred: kidnapping of aid 
workers for the sake of abduction itself. It was believed to be a direct result of negative propagan-
da of humanitarian organisations by the government in the Sudanese media (Eckroth 2010: 14). 
The poor security situation for aid workers reflects the difficulties they have in being perceived as 
impartial and neutral amongst the government and the population. This means that ICRC has been 
limited in their practical work providing emergency relief, and their humanitarian space has not 
been respected as neutral and thus been contradicted. The humanitarian space in this section refers 
to “the immediate environment in which the displaced are located and IHOs are operating” 
(Mills 2013: 610). Humanitarian space can also be conceptualised in a more abstract manner. 
Mills argues that it can be either enabled or constrained in a more widely, ideational, and political 
environment by ideas, laws, and norms e.g. by IHL (Mills 2013: 610).  
       
Violation of International Humanitarian Law 
  
The Geneva Conventions provide the ICRC with the right to carry out certain activities such as 
providing aid to wounded or sick, visiting prisoners of war, and aiding civilians (cf. section on 
ICRC). The conventions also lay down the foundation to ensure that those protected by humanitar-
ian law are treated accordingly.  
In 2005 a UN Commission in Darfur reported serious violations of the IHL by the Sudanese 
government: “the Government of the Sudan and the Janjaweed are responsible for serious 
violations of international human rights and humanitarian law amounting to crimes under 
international law” (ICID 2005: 3). According to the commission, this included killings of 
civilians, torture, enforced disappearances, destruction of villages, rape, and forced displacement. 
The acts were identified as systematic and widespread and therefore considered as a “crime 
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against humanity” (ICID 2005: 3). It is the task for the International Criminal Court (ICC) to 
judge the assumed criminals in these cases. Mills argues that “there will be worry on the part of 
such actors that IHOs may cooperate with the ICC” (Mills 2013: 613). There is a risk that it will 
be perceived as if ICRC is cooperating with ICC. This perception might be strengthened in cases 
where ICRC has made public statements in the wake of a violation of IHL: “If the violations are 
serious and repeated and it can be established with certainty that they have occurred, the ICRC 
reserves the right to take a public stance” (ICRC 2004). In Sudan the ICC’s interference turned 
out to have negative consequences for ICRC’s humanitarian space in practice; “The perpetrators 
of crimes against humanity were targeted by the ICC, but it was the civilians who suffered”(Mills 
2013: 614). This shows how the involvement by ICC and ICRC’s public statements, to some 
extent, may contradict ICRC’s humanitarian space.   
The violation of humanitarian space on an abstract level will undoubtedly have a negative impact 
on their physical humanitarian space; when ICRC volunteers are not secured by the principle of 
neutrality, it becomes very dangerous and insecure to act within the area of an armed conflict. The 
lack of respect for IHL is also reflected in the fact that the Sudanese government limits ICRC’s 
possibilities for providing emergency aid (Mills 2013: 614) Therefore it is crucial to ICRC that the 
countries they work within understand and respect the premises of IHL. If their mandate in the 
Geneva Convention is not being respected by the countries, the foundation for ICRC’s work is not 
being legitimized and then it becomes difficult for them in practice to invoke their neutrality and 
to be perceived as such. This will make their situation more insecure and worsen their possibilities 
for providing emergency aid. Therefore one can argue that acceptance of the abstract humanitari-
an space is crucial for ICRC to operate effectively and safely within their physical humanitarian 
space.  
 
Summary of analyses 
 
The analysis shows how the aspect of neutrality, within the humanitarian space, is challenged 
when ICRC has to work on a partial government’s conditions. It is possible to identify humanitar-
ian space on two levels. On one hand the humanitarian space is represented by the norms and 
rules within the IHL, and on the other hand the practical working field where ICRC workers 
provide humanitarian aid to civilians involved in wars. In the case of Sudan, one can identify 
consequences of attacks on humanitarian space by the Sudanese government c.f. the violation of 
IHL. The more abstract level of humanitarian space has negative impact on humanitarian space in 
practice. 
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These four key issues such as Taliban’s rejection of Western norms, the military’s abuse of 
humanitarian methods in Afghanistan and Iraq, the difficulties in distinguishing combatants and 
non-combatants in CAR, and the Sudanese government’s violation of the IHO, are all illustrations 
of attacks on the humanitarian space. These attacks can be identified on different levels, which 
might have consequences or get into conflict with each other. 
As noted there are many different theoretical and empirical perspectives regarding these issues and 
thus no simple answer on how to overcome them.  
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Discussion 
In the following section it will be discussed whether neutrality, as a core principle, will continue to 
be relevant for ICRC’s humanitarian action in the contemporary international society. The 
discussion will be based on the analyses and on two rationalities presented by Craig Calhoun: 
value-rationality and instrumental-rationality (cf. Craig Calhoun). Which opportunities does 
ICRC have for acting value- and/or instrumental rational within the boundaries of the principle of 
neutrality? 
Balancing rationalities 
“The International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) is an impartial, neutral and independent 
organisation whose exclusively humanitarian mission is to protect the lives and dignity of victims 
of armed conflict and other situations of violence and to provide them with assistance” (ICRC n.d 
a). This quote presents neutrality as one of three core principle to the ICRC. ICRC further 
describes neutrality as a mean of gaining access to victims and can thus be seen as a tool for 
providing humanitarian action. Neutrality is also a way of reducing security threats, as it decreases 
the possibility of the ICRC as being perceived as hostile towards the parties involved in a given 
conflict. Even though this may be the case, there are still key issues associated with the concept 
and it is not easy to manage in practice. It is easier to have it as a principle (Calhoun 2008: 1). One 
of the criticisms associated with neutrality is that this way of acting, acknowledges the inevitabil-
ity of conflict and war (Calhoun 2008: 27). On the basis of neutrality the ICRC cannot engage in a 
political agenda besides referring to the IHL. If ICRC was not bound by the concept of neutrality 
they might be able to influence the political agenda and norms of conflict, as well as war in an 
ideological way. The questions of neutrality are not as simple as this distinction, but is rather a 
continuous balancing between forms of following rationalities: The two rationalities are respec-
tively based on values and instruments. Value-rationality is the notion of doing something that is 
purely good in itself e.g. “providing care to those suffering” (Calhoun 2008: 23). Instrumental-
rationality is the notion of acting effectively in pursuing a goal “such as promoting peace and 
simply saving lives” (Calhoun 2008: 23).  
The concept of neutrality is not a statistic and definite size, and the notion of whether or not it is 
relevant today is very much determined by the perspective on the international society relative to 
the concept. To what degree does the international society create the framework of humanitarian-
ism, and to what degree can humanitarianism be understood as an independent sphere? As 
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exemplified with the blurring of the distinction between humanitarian and military action, external 
actors can have an impact on the perception of ICRC and their degree of neutrality. If one believes 
that humanitarianism never can set itself aside from external influence from the international 
society, then the ground on which humanitarianism is created is fundamentally political. The 
international society will constitute the humanitarian space and humanitarianism will therefore 
inevitably be intertwined with political agendas, as Mills argues (cf. model of humanitarian 
space). This is seen in Sudan, where the government clearly have political interests in limiting 
humanitarian work, and to make it hard for ICRC to act according to a value-rationality. Neutrality 
also becomes politicized when ICRC condemns Sudan’s act in public, one can argue that it is a 
political statement and therefore not an ethical pure action. This illustrates how neutrality hardly 
can be achieved in its pure essence, but it does not disqualify itself in the ideal of neutrality. On 
the other hand neutrality is questioned, but in the sense of working efficient within a instrumental 
rationality in conflicts with many different political interests e.g. because of fragmented armed 
groups. The conflict here is that in non-international armed conflicts, where fighting parties are 
fragmented (cf. analysis on CAR) it is even more difficult to get non-state actors to comply with 
IHL. This is because these groups might not work on the same premises as state-actors. When the 
ICRC’s premises for existing is being questioned by armed groups one cannot act on a instrumen-
tal rational, because one have to renegotiate and legitimize its position and actions to be able to at 
all act within its value-rationality. Complex conflicts that primarily consist of fragmented groups 
also make it difficult to uphold a instrumental-rationality. The distinction between combatants and 
civilians becomes blurred, which might make it difficult to balance between the fighting parties.     
Thus the impact is not only seen as one-sided. The norms and discourses associated with humani-
tarianism can affect the international society wherein it operates. Due to this, one could again 
argue in favour of ICRC embracing their position in the international society, and taking deliberate 
action beyond strict neutral emergency assistance. This argument is an example of instrumental-
rationality where the aim is weighted higher than the ethical tool of ‘neutrality’ in itself and 
expresses what Barnett calls neutrality as an “unnecessary luxury” (Barnett 2005: 734). The 
argument also shows a pursuit of more than ‘just’ providing assistance. Barnett argues that if this 
becomes reality, humanitarian organisations must acknowledge that they no longer only act on the 
behalf of others but that they have a power over the ones that they try to help (Barnett 2005: 734). 
The counter-argument to the position above is emphasizing the importance of neutrality as a 
principle, which fundamentally enables ICRC to operate in the international society without 
risking the general security of their personnel, and their overall goal of protecting and assisting 
  48 
victims. Neutrality is understood as a mean that makes it possible for ICRC to continuously 
providing assistance, in the long term legitimizing their work and reducing the risks of unintended 
relational consequences. 
‘Neutrality’ in itself contains internal tensions between ‘neutrality’ as an abstract ethical concept, 
and as a concept, which is instrumentalised in creating a space for practical action. The tension 
between these two poses the question of neutrality as a contextual judgement, or as a universal 
principle? From Mills’ perspective, neutrality is bound to the specific political, strategic, and 
cultural context wherein the conflict unfolds and therefore it is not of importance to assess 
neutrality as an overall ethical principle. If the perception of neutrality is different in geographical 
space and time as shown by ‘Rejection of Western Norm’, the notion of an abstract universal 
‘neutrality’ is undermined. But one could argue that neutrality as an abstract principle still serves a 
purpose as a unifying, idealistic principle. 
Even though the abstract and the contextual perspectives on the concept can be viewed as 
separate, they can also be seen as two sides of the same coin. From this view it is in the interaction 
between the two that many issues of neutrality and rationality arises. For ICRC it may not always 
be a matter of choosing either a contextual or a principle approach, but rather to engage in a 
cautious balancing act in their daily challenges. 
New identity? 
As seen in this study there are many key issues associated with ICRC and their principle of 
neutrality. It is a subject of many both abstract and concrete discussions within the issues of 
rejection of Western norms; blurred lines between military and humanitarian interventions; 
distinction between combatants and civilians; and acceptance or rejection of political sovereignty.  
The answers of how to overcome the issues are ambiguous and may lie in a rewriting and re-
perception on the understanding of neutral humanitarian work, as well as an identification on the 
concepts of contemporary conflicts. Should ICRC try to ‘rediscover’ itself and create a new 
identity, according to the contemporary international society and the issues associated with acting 
within it? Furthermore should the ICRC update their 150 years-old principle of neutrality? Or 
should it be accepted that the international society is a complex space, which will always compose 
challenges in the attempt to act neutral? 
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Conclusion 
We have come to the end of this study and will now return to the problem statement: “Which 
limitations and issues are associated with the neutrality of the humanitarian action relative to the 
International Committee of the Red Cross in selected contemporary conflicts?”  
 
Neutrality is a concept, which is fundamentally dynamic and in constant progression. It should not 
be understood as universal or clear-cut but as determined by the geographical, cultural, and 
political context wherein it is operationalized. As a result of this dynamic characteristic it becomes 
a challenge in itself to legitimize its meaning. The ICRC must constantly re-negotiate and review 
its content and understanding in association to the specific context on both a micro, practical level, 
and on a broader macro level of international correlations and cooperation. It is important to have 
a constant articulation and debate about the concept of neutrality and take account of critique as to 
legitimize and understand how an abstract concept can be conveyed in practice - and how it 
cannot.  
The four separate analyses each contribute with one aspect wherein ICRC’s neutrality is being 
challenged in four different contemporary conflicts within the humanitarian space. The humani-
tarian space is both represented by the norms and rules within the IHL and on the practical 
working field where ICRC workers provide humanitarian aid to civilians involved in wars. 
Altogether the analyses illustrate a broader perspective on the difficulties of navigation in the 
international society as an organisation, such as ICRC, which strives to be neutral. There are 
several external effects from the international society, wherein many actors act according to 
political motives. ICRC seeks to set itself aside from - not the international society as a whole - 
but from the political framework. Some would argue that this is done by maintenance of the seven 
principles. Others would argue that a separation from the political framework of the international 
society is simply not possible. These two ways of understanding are represented by value and 
instrumental rationalities used in the discussion. They contribute to an understanding of the 
difficulties ICRC faces in balancing the two rationalities. This is still an important issue to ICRC 
and is constantly being re-considered. Therefore it is not possible to give an exact answer to 
whether or not ICRC is able to still act neutral, but rather suggesting different perspectives on 
ICRC’s possibilities for being neutral in complex humanitarian emergencies.  
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Other perspectives 
This study has been investigating certain challenges to the principle of neutrality within the ICRC. 
It has demonstrated that at least four key problems pose a challenge to the ICRC regarding their 
neutrality within their specific humanitarian space.  
Another perspective on the humanitarian space, relevant to this problem area, could have been to 
implicate one or more of the six remaining principles, which together constitute the foundation of 
the ICRC. This perspective should not fully supersede the choice of the neutrality aspect, but point 
out that neutrality by itself does not cover the complete foundation of ICRC. Through this study 
we have come to the understanding that a more comprehensive analysis could discuss the 
complete foundation of the ICRC, the interaction, as well as balancing of the principles in relation 
to each other. This could be done by investigating one or several or all other principles from either 
the same perspective or by identifying alternative key problems in association with e.g. humanity. 
This may provide a wider understanding of which challenges ICRC faces in contemporary armed 
conflicts. E.g. the analysis on Rejection of Western Norms could have included a perspective on 
universality, which incorporate the view on ICRC as an “universally recognized and accepted” 
organisation (ICRC 1996).  This would enable us to illuminate the conflict between ICRC’s 
principle of universality and the perception, in some countries, that ICRC is a Western organisa-
tion, in a more thorough manner. In this case universality would be the main concept of research 
instead of neutrality. 
To include all of the principles would require a more extended analyses and a broader scope than 
we have chosen but may also contribute to a broader understanding of ICRC’s challenges in 
conflicts. 
 
This study has primarily been based on theoretical assumptions on keywords such as: ICRC, 
neutrality, humanitarianism, rejection of Western norms etc., provided by international scholars 
within humanitarianism. Additionally the empirical data have been provided by observers, 
scholars, medias, humanitarian institutions, and the ICRC itself of course. 
In a ‘similar’ study one could focus on the ICRC as an institution, their employees, and strategies 
in order to investigate a more introverted idea of ICRC as neutral. One could focus on individuals 
and the distinction between acting as an ICRC employee and as a private person, and how this 
relates to the upholding of the principle of neutrality. This would of course have to be comple-
mented by a critical perspective, as the research would be internally in the ICRC. Such a research 
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method would provide the investigation of this problem area with a more elaborate (person-
nel/realistic) tale of the old and grounded institution and its internal structure and communication. 
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